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"infirm delight" and the gradual dazzle

E v e r y so ofren one wishes for a rechnology jusr a few sreps beyond whar we actually have.
Such a wish may be ungrateful, considering that we have far more wonderful gadgets and gizmos
that we know how to program or fix. But I wish that this issue of The Cresset could come to you
with a DVD movie, so that you could see it, and then we could talk. And since so much of this issue
is given over to films, I won't take up space here by recounting much about the movie I wish you
would see. Instead, prompted by the paintings on the covers, I can reflect briefly on the subjects at
hand, and count on your curiosity to find a copy of "Three Seasons," a 1999 film by Tony Bui.
On the front cover, Timothy VanLaar's "Shadow Pictures" could have been painted for this
issue, so perfectly does it realize many of the elements of our relationships with film. In the glare of
that lamp turned to the flat white space, we hope to see-what, exactly? Some truth, some insight,
something we could not see by simply looking at what is. The light projects onto the screen, and the
figure blocks out the light so that only a shadow of the figure is visible to the audience. Why do we
look to film for clarification if a shadow is all that it can reliably present? All that light, and yet what
is revealed is somehow less than the reality that the screen hides. On the back cover, Jim Dine's
"The Robe Goes to Town" reminds us that one may uncover a great deal, and yet remain unseen.
"Three Seasons," the award-winning film which was shown for the participants at last October's
Lilly Conference, reveals much, and yet all who saw it were left with minds filled by questions and
un-formed intimations of questions. Only some of these were answered when we attended an interview with director Tony Bui, conducted by one of his former teachers at Loyola Marymount University. The film was shot in Vietnam, from which Bui's family had fled after the war. In his early
twenties when he made the film, which won a Sundance Award in 1999, Bui had help from family
and friends as he translated into his native language the screenplay he had originally written in English. His teacher gently probed for answers to the question that remains unanswerable: how did
your education help you to make this beautiful piece of work? To this question, the young filmmaker responded like a thoughtful twenty-something: I had something I wanted to say and the film
helped me to say it; the pictures are the meaning; a Catholic college gave me both freedom and discipline to learn; a liberal education showed me many sources of wisdom and truth. Those in the
audience hoping for a bumper sticker for Christian higher education were probably disappointed.
As Geoffrey Rush's theatre owner in "Shakespeare in Love" would have it, "It's a mystery!"
The conference, whose topic was "Moving Images: Film, the Sacred, and Higher Education,"
found other ways to examine the mystery, including the two addresses that we publish here. Both
Barton and Blake have long memories, clear vision, and a bracing skepticism about easy answers
to questions about film and classrooms. Both have cogent things to say about the "uses" of film,
and the misdirections its light may impose or allow. Both remind us that film reveals not only its
ostensible story, but also something significant about the makers of the film. Beyond this, the
medium itself and our response to it as audience reveals much about ourselves, which is an observation frequently made, and yet seldom explored with any depth. Should we care about the reaction of mass audiences to movies like "The Patriot" or "Pearl Harbor"? And if we count on "using"
films in our classrooms as means to help students see things about their world or themselves,

should we listen to their complaints about "boring" or "irrelevant" movies? Or should we just
keep showing them, hoping for the occasional open eye?
Teachers who venture to make film a part of curriculum risk what nearly all good teaching is
willing to risk; allowing mystery into the classroom means giving up control. Bui's film speaks eloquently in light, in shapes and colors, in sounds and images and faces. It embodies the concepts of
defeat and sorrow, of healing and joy, of love and pain and beauty. But it does not tell us what to
think about those concepts. With films, the mystery is often the message, a truth not likely to be
popular with those who like their truths in the form of slogans, bumper stickers, formulae and ad
copy. Films that have the most to teach resist these seductive means in order to keep us more faithful
to the nature of truth itself. Precisely because the church-related college or university has a lot at
stake where truth claims are concerned, we need to take film seriously. We shouldn't be careless
with the energy of light, or, to put it as the poet Dickinson succinctly did, "The Truth must dazzle
gradually I Or every man be blind."
Peace,

GME

The Cresset staff apologizes for the disastrous typo that occurred in our previous issue, thanks Mr. Willis for his
understanding, and offers here the correct version of his poem.

ELNINO
Tonight, the electricity out, I wash the dishes by slow
drip of candlelight. Up and down the street
are windows soft and yellow, and the hill beyond
is huge and blank against the moon. The rain
has stopped, and we eat the last of the ice
cream before it melts in the darkened freezer.
A lovely occurrence, this day without
a dishwasher, without a radio telling us
what we might feel. The children put on boots
to wade the flooded creek, I help a neighbor
chop a limb hung broken over his driveway.
Up on campus, there are fallen oaks to admirea certain awe that their appointed time
has come, that the lives of trees
can be cancelled like a morning of classes.

Paul Willis
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Cultural Revelation And Historical Obfuscation:
the potentials and dangers in cinema as a tool of education

Fredrick Barton

M y <ema<ks today a<e spawned by sevml sopa<ate and divecgent expedences. This
past summer my wife Joyce and I traveled to Istanbul where we spent our first extensive period of
time in an Islamic country. We realize, of course, that Istanbul is not typical of Turkey, as most Istanbulians are quick to tell you, and that Turkey is not typical of the Islamic world, as all Turks are
quick to tell you. Turks are assertive about not being Arabic, and Istanbulians are adamant about
being Europeans. And indeed, in its cacophony of rush-hour traffic, with late model European and
Japanese cars stacked up at every stoplight, and every third pedestrian jamming the crosswalks
between them talking on a cell phone, Istanbul elicits comparisons to Paris and London far more
readily than to stereotyped notions of defeated Baghdad, desperate Kabul, or dusty Tripoli.
Still, Joyce and I found ourselves in Istanbul waking daily before dawn to the first of five citywide calls to prayer and thereafter walking crowded avenues seldom far from the shadows of the
ancient city's magnificent mosques, always in the company of countless women painfully indifferent to the summer heat with their scarved heads and long-sleeved, full-length overcoats covering
all but their faces and hands, their attire identifying the degree of their religious orthodoxy. For a
college professor fresh from classrooms at the University of New Orleans where crop-topped coeds
routinely display more navel than a bushel of oranges, the physical modesty of so many Islamic
women was an unavoidable culture shock. Many professional Istanbulian women dress in the business suits of a Manhattan lawyer, and many teenaged females walk the streets in jeans and T-shirts.
But a majority continue to follow variations on the traditional religious dress code. In America
Brandi Chastain celebrates World Cup victory by cavorting in her sports bra, while in Istanbul
schoolgirls dart about a soccer field with scarved heads nodding over their sweat suits. And the visitor to Turkey is awash in ruminations about how different we human beings are from each other.
The second experience is two-fold and probably shared to greater and lesser degrees by most
people in this room. We all remember the horrible bombing of the Federal Building in Oklahoma
City, and most of us will recall the media speculation immediately afterwards that the devastating
explosion was the work of Middle Eastern (read Islamic) terrorists. The Oklahoma City murders, of
course, were committed by a small cadre of dangerously disaffected, extreme right-wing Americans.
But many of us felt a strange relief in that fact, more comfortable with the evil in our own midst
than with a culturally alien, foreign menace we did not understand. We should have learned a lesson
from Oklahoma City, but most of us did not. Thus, when Trans World Airlines Flight 800 went
down en route from New York to Paris, many of us once again joined the media in focusing initial
suspicion on Middle Eastern (again read Islamic) terrorists. Exhaustive investigations eventually
concluded that Flight 800 crashed as the result of an unprecedented accident, but in the continuing
absence of definitive "proof," many are reluctant to surrender suppositions that the passengers on
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Flight 800 were homicide victims. Though such suspicions are infrequently any longer spoken
aloud, for some, the enduring outrage of this tragedy is that shadowy Middle Eastern terrorists have
actually gotten away with mass murder.
The third experience which has helped generate today's reflections arrives from popular culture, in the first instance from the recurring segment of The Tonight Show called "Jaywalking." For
the uninitiated, host Jay Leno produces a regular comedy routine by walking out on the streets of
Burbank and interviewing passersby about routine facts of history, geography, and contemporary
politics. "Which came first, the Civil War or World War I?", "Where might we find the Eiffel
Tower?", and "Slobodan Milosovic is president of what country?" are examples of questions he
employs to elicit hilariously ignorant answers from college-educated respondents, a frightfully large
pool of whom are primary and secondary school teachers. After laughing uproariously at segments
of "Jaywalking," Joyce and I inevitably conclude, "but that's not really funny; it's terrifying."
We might be suspicious that Leno achieves his comedy by careful selection and skillful editing.
And, of course, ignorance of individual facts proves nothing whatsoever. A recent Roper survey for
the American Council of Trustees and Alumni, however, may provide a more scientific basis for
concern. Senior students at the nation's fifty-five top-ranked colleges and universities, Stanford,
Berkeley, UCLA, Harvard, Yale, and Princeton included, averaged only fifty-three percent on a multiple-choice test about American history and culture. A majority of the students picked someone
other than George Washington as the commanding American general at Yorktown. The largest
number of students picked Ulysses S. Grant. On slightly more sophisticated questions, the performance was even worse. Fifty-three percent of the students picked Thomas Jefferson as the principal
author of the U.S. Constitution whereas only twenty-three percent correctly identified James
Madison. Sixty-three percent of the seniors thought American slavery was everywhere abolished by
the Emancipation Proclamation while only twenty-six percent knew that slavery was finally outlawed by the Thirteenth Amendment.
So what are the connections among a vacationer's cultural observations, a citizen's uncomfortable reactions to news of sudden death on the soil of his homeland, and a late-night television
viewer's response to a comedy series? I shall begin my answer to that question by invoking two
other experiences. First, I recently read a Non Sequitur comic strip showing a group of adults partying in an office while behind them a line of children sit before a series of computer screens. The
caption reads "Productivity has improved immensely since we adopted 'bring your child to work' as
corporate strategy." Second, I recall vividly the horror Valparaiso University Christ College Dean
Mark Schwehn felt when he discovered in application essays back in 1992 that a chilling plurality of
the exceptionally well-qualified students who applied to his honors program that year accepted
Oliver Stone's conspiracy theories in the movie "JFK" as straight historical truth. In short, today's
young people are as natively capable as any generation before them and possessed of skills for gathering and manipulating electronic information decisively greater than any generation before them.
We need recognize, however, that today's generation of young people rely far more heavily on
visual media than on print for their informational input. To a no doubt problematic extent, as the
"JFK" example illustrates, they learn their history from movies rather than from books. Thus, the
cluttered mind of this teacher and film critic mixes all these divergent experiences to brew a reflection about the cinematic medium as a tool for education.
And to begin that process let me turn to an examination of a recent film about American history
in a section of this presentation, with apologies to the estimable John Le Carre, I have subtitled:
farmer, soldier, butcher, dad
First, I need get the qualifications out of the way. Foremost, "The Patriot," which opened on
the weekend of July fourth this past summer, is a crowd-pleaser all decked out in red, white, and
blue righteousness. Producer Dean Devlin and director Roland Emmerich are masters at this rabblerousing, holiday kind of thing, having made a monster hit of "Independence Day" back in 1996.
"The Patriot" has dazzling photography, dashing period costumes, impressive sets, and crackling
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good battle scenes. It has gorgeous stars (Mel Gibson andJoely Richardson as his chaste and demure
love interest) and a detestable villain. And dang if it doesn't stir you. So what's not to like? Well,
start with yourself for being susceptible to the film's crude manipulation. "The Patriot" pretends to
be an historical epic. But it's really just "Billy Jack"/"Death Wish" in Revolutionary War garb. And I
readily grant that "The Patriot" only wants to entertain. But the picture is as insidious as crack
cocaine. It may make you feel good, but it's definitely very bad for you.
Written by Robert Rodat, "The Patriot" is the story of Benjamin Martin (Gibson), a South Carolina plantation owner and a veteran of the bitter frontier fighting in the French and Indian War.
Now in 1776, Benjamin is a widower with seven children and the fierce determination to protect
his offspring from the horrors of war. Benjamin says he's opposed to taxation without representation and believes that the American colonies are fully capable of self-government, but at the same
time, he believes that war with England is too high a price to pay for independence. When Benjamin
makes his anti-war speech in the South Carolina colonial legislature, we thirst for the enunciation of
a plan by which American liberty might be achieved without bloodshed. People held such attitudes
in the era. They were widely referred to as Canadians.
But Benjamin isn't really either a British apologist or a proponent of non-violence. Quite the
contrary: he's just an unrefined storyteller's pretext for blood lust. By making him a man of peace at
the outset, the filmmakers can so much more easily justify the violence he will perpetrate in the
name of family and nation. No matter Benjamin's initial high-mindedness, the War for Independence ensues, and soon the colonials are in a bad way. Idiotically, as if battle were a chess game with
shredded flesh and severed body parts, the colonials don their blue jackets and form precise lines
across from their red-coated enemy, mostly to be routed by the Brits' superior training and discipline. On the southern front General Cornwallis (Tom Wilkinson) threatens to make short work of
the rebels. When the war comes to Benjamin's own property, he makes one last stab at neutrality,
providing refuge and medical attention to the wounded of both sides. But among the casualties is
Benjamin's oldest son Gabriel (Heath Ledger) who has joined the colonial army in defiance of his
father's wishes. And so with this set up comes the rat-a-tat-tat of moral justification for unstinting
retributive violence.
Cornwallis is a vain and stuffy twit, his gentleman's bearing and polished manners hiding a conniving spirit and a haughty contempt for his enemy. But as depicted here, Cornwallis is just an occasion for naughty jokes and an appropriate comeuppance. The piece's real fiend is his field commander Colonel William Tavington Gason Isaacs) who arrives at Benjamin's porch to begin a campaign of cold-blooded murder that makes Rusty Calley look like a man of moderation and mercy.
Tavington orders all the colonial wounded to be shot immediately. Then, because Gabriel is carrying dispatches, Tavington arrests the young soldier and marches him off to be hanged as a traitor.
The filmmakers seem to forget that as a wounded man, Gabe should be shot, but then how else to a)
have Gabe in the house to be arrested and b) left alive to be saved by anguished, valiant Dad? When
15-year-old Thomas Martin (Gregory Smith) foolishly tries to rescue his brother as he's being tied
to the back of a wagon, the younger boy gets a fatal bullet to the chest for his troubles. And if that's
not enough to make Benjamin good and mad, Tavington burns downs the Martin plantation for
good measure. A while later Tavington locks the entire citizenry of a colonial village inside a church
and burns the building to the ground. Since he obviously has no qualms about mass murder, why he
doesn't dispatch the entire Martin family at the outset remains a thorny mystery. To be sure, though,
he will be grievously sorry he passed the chance to erase Martins from the planet
And shortly. Tavington and his dragoons have barely paraded out of sight when Benjamin dashes
into the flames of his home and comes out with enough weapons to start his own battalion. And so
much for this lining up business. In the cover of forest shade, behind the shield of cypress and oak, as
every Yank has known for more than 200 years, one American is worth an entire company of prissy
Brits. With the intrepid assistance of two younger sons barely strong enough to raise rifle to shoulder,
Benjamin gets some serious payback. Benjamin has to take out the last of the redcoats with knife and
tomahawk. And so much the better for that challenge. For nothing makes a man feel better about the

death of a son than the opportunity to give an enemy a couple dozen whacks in the face with the
business end of a hatchet. So Gabe is rescued, and father and son join forces to raise a militia and
ambush Cornwallis' army with withering success until further tragedies make Benjamin so mad he
abandons the strategy which has made him a legend and lines up to fight the Brits on their own
terms. What this movie lacks in logic, it certainly makes up for in macho breast-beating. The whole
film comes down, of course, to a mano-a-mano between a heartbroken Benjamin and a sneering
Tavington, Wilkinson sword versus tomahawk chop. Guess who wins, Braves fans?
In sum "The Patriot" quite consciously determines to appeal to that most distressing of human
traits: a hunger for revenge. Producer Devlin conceded in an interview with Entertainment Weekly
writer Fred Schruers that his picture was "always a revenge story." In the early going, when Benjamin returns to the embrace of his children, his face a mask of blood and gore in the aftermath of
his having butchered a British soldier, we think for a fleeting second this picture might intend to
deliver the message that war makes monsters, even wars generally conceded to be righteous. In
"The Searchers," director John Ford and writer Frank Nugent made John Wayne pay a pivotal price
for his vengeful martial prowess by excluding him from the hearth of civilization. "The Patriot"
lacks any such sophistication or thematic complexity as the battlefield butcher and the caring, gentle
father are one and the same.
Revenge is so commonly endorsed in American film that in his deplorable current "Get Carter,"
Sylvester Stallone can declare "revenge is good" and proceed without sanction to murder his enemies by throwing them off buildings and shooting them in the back. But beyond the objectionable
revenge theme, why bother to wax so indignant about "The Patriot," a film that just wants to provide rousing entertainment for summer filmgoers? Why? Well, because it's so indecently cavalier
about history. Wars breed atrocity like swamps breed mosquitoes. But the British didn't incinerate
an entire village of colonial settlers, and I can fully well understand English newspaper editorials
protesting this picture's accusation that they did. Elsewhere, the film's treatment of African-American characters and the African-American colonial circumstance is nothing short of an insulting lie.
Though fictionalized and amalgamized, the Benjamin Martin character was extensively modeled on
Francis Marion, the legendary "Swamp Fox," scathingly described by the London Daily Express as a
"racist, proslavery misogynist who hunted Indians for sport and regularly raped his female slaves."
Presumably to spare Benjamin the taint of being a slave holder, however, a trait he would have
shared with the great revolutionary heroes George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, "The Patriot"
goes to considerable pains to establish that all the black labor on Benjamin's plantation is performed
by free people of color. There were free people of color in the 18th-century American South, of
course, but their condition was the tiny exception to the vast rule of slavery.
Moreover, the film fudges the expansive degree to which black Americans were ultimately
betrayed in the aftermath of a war fought for the "self -evident" principle that "all men are created
equal" and that among their "inalienable rights" was that of "liberty." Jefferson himself knew that
the rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence demanded the end of slavery, but he was among
those who lived out his life in the luxury provided by the sweat of men he owned as property. As
"The Patriot" makes note, Washington did swell the ranks of the colonial army by promising
freedom for those slaves who took up arms in the cause of independence. And many did, and some,
like the one black soldier we encounter here, were freed as a result. But many others fought for
freedom and were denied their own, were forced back into servitude on any technicality their
former owners could concoct and lay before a new nation's collusive magistrates who were the
agents of a betrayal that would ultimately cast our people into the great Civil War, which some have
appropriately termed the Second American Revolution. African-Americans might rightly protest
that for people of color, the first American Revolution never took place.
And one cannot defend this issue as being tangential to "The Patriot's" central concerns, for
mysteriously the film returns to black-white issues repeatedly. One utterly perplexing sequence
shows Benjamin, his comely sister-in-law Charlotte Selton (Richardson), and his six surviving children, including Gabriel with his newly betrothed (Lisa Brenner) and her family, all taking refuge

sl9 The Cresset

Trinity !2001 Special Issue: Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts

among the isolated Carolina island Gullah community. There, white and black live in an integrated
harmony that oh so sadly hasn't come to a single American location in the whole 224 years of our
history as a nation. Why perpetrate such gross misrepresentations?
On the other hand, as the filmmakers of "The Patriot" would no doubt assert, why wax so concerned about this matter? Responding to journalist Schruers, they point to the consultations they
undertook with the Smithsonian Institution and the pains they took to depict black life accurately.
Well, the period costumes are authentic, I presume, as are farming implements and other tools of
the day. But getting physical details right and institutional and psychological details wrong is akin to
confusing a mannequin for a human being.
Still, why be concerned about matters of historical accuracy at all? Feature filmmaking is an
entertainment medium. Aren't Devlin and Emmerich being faulted for failings they never claimed
to have concerned themselves with? Isn't a filmmaker's responsibility to the integrity of his or her
story, and doesn't artistic license liberate the storyteller from the straightjacket of fact and empower
the filmmaker with the solutions of narrative invention? To that I answer a resounding yes, of
course, and a chastising no, not at all. A fiction writer, whether working in print or on celluloid,
must be allowed the power of imagination. Narrative drive must be sustained, and incidental details
of factual accuracy may fairly be sacrificed as a result. At the same time, in my view, sweeping historical themes ought to remain sacred. Alan Parker makes fatal errors, for instance, in his otherwise
powerful "Mississippi Burning" when he depicts the same FBI who waged vicious psychological
warfare on Martin Luther King as heroes of the civil rights movement, when he stages scenes of
false arrest and physical intimidation as the tools of justice rather the tools of oppression. History
ought not be turned inside out for the sake of any story.
Why do I worry about this? Because in an era when students evidently aren't being required to
know if the Vietnam War was fought before or after World War II, the popular movie feature is perhaps the only place they're getting any historical information at all. But do I think indignation on
the part of academics like me will conceivably result in Hollywood's mending its ahistorical ways?
Not for the first fleeting second. So, therefore, do I conclude that feature films are and will remain
unreliable at best, and insidiously misleading at worst? Yes. And are they then useless as tools of
education? Not at all. For though we can't count on feature films to accurately deliver the facts, the
cinematic medium is sometimes uniquely able to communicate the truth. Take, for example, the
case of Steven Spielberg's "Saving Private Ryan" (which was written by the same Robert Rodat who
wrote "The Patriot"). Am I troubled that the mission to find and relieve a single soldier, which occupies the film's core narrative, was far too strategically frivolous for the Allied Command to have
wasted its time on, much less to have authorized? Yes, to an extent I do. But has any more powerful
depiction of war's horrors ever been staged than the Omaha Beach footage in this film's harrowing
first half hour? Not to my knowledge. Could any other medium communicate this information as
effectively? I don't think so.
Moreover, I think there are a vast array of feature films that teach lessons we need to learn,
raise issues we need to contemplate. On a sample list, I would include Roland Joffe's "The Mission," which confronts us with injustice so vicious and pervasive that a bright light is shone upon
mankind's hunger for an afterlife where justice is always done. Another such film is Hector
Babenco's "The Kiss of the Spider Woman," which communicates that life can become so hopelessly horrible the only refuge lies in the magic of the human imagination. A third such film is Steven
Spielberg's shattering "Schindler's List," which details a dauntingly vast evil but also powerfully
illustrates the actual good brave and determined human beings can do, an illustration that survives
justified complaint that the fictional Schindler is a better man than was his real life counterpart. Still
another such film is Robert Benton's "Places in the Heart," which dares to suggest the redemption
available in the fathomless bounty of grace.
For a more extensive discussion of two other examples, I want to return to my opening concerns about cultural differences between the Christian West and the Islamic Middle East and move
on to a section of these remarks I've subtitled:

shoes for two
Along with the majority of habitual moviegoers, last spring I went to see William Friedkin's
"Rules of Engagement," the story of a marine commander court-martialed for ordering his men to
fire into a crowd of Islamic protesters in front of the U.S. embassy in Yemen. A pivotal passage in
that lamentable film shows peace-keeping American soldiers under deliberately camouflaged but
withering automatic weapons fire by old men, women, and children. The result, no doubt, of widely
accepted stereotypes that Islamic people despise Americans, little public outcry was raised against
this fictitional development, despite, in my view, its constituting an act of cultural libel. It goes
without saying that relations between the Islamic world and the Christian West are and have long
been tense. But films like "Rules of Engagement" callously aggravate the situation. For an antidote,
we need to apprehend the way in which Islamic people look at themselves, significantly, at the way
they depict and analyze their own cultural situations separate and apart from any connection to or
rivalry with the West. To that end, for the remainder of this presentation, I want to focus on two
films by Iranian writer/director Majid Majidi, both dealing with comparable themes of childhood,
economic struggle, familial connections, the mutual devotion of siblings, and religious faith. The
more recent of these two pictures, released on the nation's art house circuit this year, is "The Color
of Paradise," the story of Mohammad Ramezani (Mohsen Ramezani), an 8-year-old blind child who
is schooled at a special training institution for the sightless in Teheran. Mohammad and his peers
are taught to read and write in Braille, other regular lessons in arithmetic, geography and the like, as
well as skills in dealing with their handicap.
Mohammad loves his school and his kind teacher (Mohammad Rahmaney), but he's also anxious to return to his distant rural home for summer vacation where he will be reunited with his
father, Hashem (Hossein Majub), his beloved grandmother (Salime Feizi), and his two cherished
younger sisters Hanyeh (Elham Sharim) and Bahareh (Farahnaz Safari). Mohammad is therefore
badly upset when his father is hours late arriving to escort him home.
Eventually, we learn that Hashem has tried to arrange to leave Mohammad in the city permanently. And when that fails, Hashem wounds his son deeply by deciding to separate Mohammad
from his own family and board him with another where the child is to serve as an apprentice to a
blind carpenter (Morteza Fatemi) who will train Mohammad in woodcraft. In the custom of traditional agricultural people, Hashem believes that he must have a wife, and to that end he's been in
negotiations to marry the daughter (Masoomeh Zeinati) of a man (Ahmad Aminian) from a neighboring town. For reasons that aren't entirely clear, Hashem feels that his prospective father-in-law
and bride are less likely to follow through with the marriage if they learn that Hashem has a blind
son. Thus, against a distraught Mohammad's wishes, Hashem delivers the child to the carpenter, a
decision that so upsets Mohammad's grandmother she abandons her son's house in dismay, triggering a series of tragedies.
"The Color of Paradise" offers a number of wonderful elements, central among them the appeal
of Majidi's protagonist and the striking work of Mohsen Ramezani, the young man who portrays
him. Like most of the actors with whom Majidi works, young Mr. Ramezani is untrained as an
actor, and he really is blind. But what an expressive face he has, and what a capable youngster he is.
For a low budget production, moreover, Majidi achieves two startling visual effects. In one, representing the departure of a human soul, the filmmaker photographs a fog bank rolling up a hillside
and into a forest. In a second, he captures two characters and a horse being swept away in a floodswollen river. I've grown largely indifferent to the visual tricks Hollywood delivers so routinely, but
this torrent of racing water affected me viscerally, and I found myself wondering as I haven't in an
American movie in some time how Majidi managed to get this scary footage on film without risking
life and limb of actors and crew. I presume the feat was controlled and safe, but it sure doesn't look
that way, which is precisely in the film's service.
Still, the enduring power of "The Color of Paradise" lies not in its visual technique but in its
themes and portrayal of universal human dynamics. Standing, I suspect we can conclude, for the old
Iranian regime, the father is the villain of this piece. But the world is full of flawed people, and Majidi
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is reluctant to assign blame. And even though the father is the villain, he becomes so as much because
of harsh circumstances as from any inherently evil nature. Thus Majidi is sophisticated enough a
filmmaker to give Hashem a sympathetic dimension. Hashem makes only a meager living and worries endlessly that he may not be able to provide for his family. He is a widower who still pines for
the mother of his children. His decision to place Mohammad in another man's home is misguided
and indeed even heartless. But all at once it isn't as cruel as we first presume. An American director
would no doubt turn the carpenter into a sinister character, but in Majidi's hands he's a kind and
sympathetic figure, one who will likely treat Mohammad with great patience and compassion.
The film's central metaphor, of course, deals with sight and sightlessness. With his acute senses
of smell, hearing and feeling, Mohammad apprehends far more of the texture, complexity, and
beauty of the world than does his sighted father. He is obviously not named after the prophet by
chance. Mohammad treasures frail living things, and we obviously connect his own condition to his
actions when he protects a fledgling bird from a foraging cat. Mohammad is also an industrious
child, meeting the frustrations of his handicap with an amazing perseverance and a stout belief in
himself. He's even a bit of a show off, clamoring to correct his sisters' classmates on lessons he's
already mastered at the school for the blind. A pointed irony in Mohammad's story is our understanding that he could indeed become a fine and perhaps even prosperous carpenter someday but
that he has the intellectual skills and the drive to accomplish more probing and complicated tasks.
"The Color of Paradise" humbly submits that an emerging Iran is not content to be relegated to
roles fashioned for it by a leadership whose backward sight is blind to future potential.
The second of Majidi's films I want to address is the absolutely magnificent "Children of
Heaven," which debuted in the United States in 1999 and is now widely available on videotape.
With time, I think, this is a film should stand with Vittorio de Sica's "The Bicycle Thief." Not
insignificant among the attributes of "Children of Heaven" is the implicit demands it makes that so
many residents of this great country bow in gratitude for the incredible extent of our blessings.
"Children of Heaven" tells the story of a third-grade Iranian boy named Ali (Amir Farrokh
Hashemian, surely the saddest-eyed child I have ever seen in the movies). Ali lives with his impoverished family of four in a poor section of Teheran. Ali's father (Arnir Naji) makes a meager living
selling tea at a mosque. The boy's housewife mother (Fereshte Sarabandi) is ill and needs an operation that the family cannot afford. The four of them live together in a one-room apartment without
furniture. They work, eat and sleep on the rug-covered floor. Ali and his first-grade sister Zahra
(Bahare Sediql) often write each other notes so as to have something approaching private conversation. Brother and sister are obviously deeply attached to each other.
As the picture opens, Ali's mother sends him out to do three chores: visit the baker's for flats of
hot bread, the cobbler's to fetch Zahra's shoes, which have been left for repair, and the grocer's for
a bag of potatoes. Ali is a shy, respectful boy and obviously responsible, but he nonetheless falls
victim to traumatic bad luck. When he puts down the bag containing his sister's shoes to paw
through the potato bin, a blind peddler happens by and carries the shoes off, thinking they are
refuse. Knowing that his family cannot afford new shoes and fearing the wrath of his father, Ali convinces Zahra that they can share his own pair of tattered sneakers. Zahra goes to school in the
morning, Ali in the afternoon. Neither would be allowed at school barefoot or even in house slippers, but if they arrange to meet in the short time after her school ends and before his begins, they
can make one pair of shoes do for both.
This plan leads to a series of mishaps. Zahra tries her best, but she is frequently late for the
shoe exchange, and when Ali is scolded by the school principal for tardiness, he takes to running
across town each day in a mad dash to squeeze into his seat before the bell. After school, Ali tries
unsuccessfully to imagine ways to replace Zahra's shoes, dropping off the neighborhood soccer
team for fear of damaging shoes that now must serve two. Finally, Ali discovers that a new pair of
tennis shoes are being offered as third prize in a cross country road race for boys his age, and he
knows that he's in top condition because of all the running he does to school each day. Ali can make
his immediate problems go away if only he can run faster than hundreds of contestants but just

slower than two others. The boy's order of finish is essential, for Majidi has nicely structured the
nature of the prizes such that a first or second place finish wouldn't easily facilitate a swap.
Majidi makes clear that not all Iranians must endure the kind of grinding poverty suffered by
Ali's family. During a holiday period, Ali and his father look for gardening work in a section of
Teheran where residents live amid obvious opulence. Still, Ali's family is hardly atypical, and the
family of the blind peddler, whose daughter ends up wearing Zahra's shoes, would seem to be worse
off still. So certainly "Children of Heaven" is concerned about economic deprivation. This is a
world where a meaningful present for a school child is a shiny pen or even a pencil that has not been
sharpened to a stub. But "Children of Heaven" is a film also concerned with things money can't
buy: the power of love between siblings and the accomplishment that can be wrung from the determined heart. This film, moreover, is reluctant to identify villains. Just as Majidi strives to do with
Hashem in "The Color of Paradise," Ali's volatile father, the gruff principal, and the rich man we
meet are all given their redeeming qualities.
I can only imagine that the international language of cinema is one that has strongly influenced
the filmmakers on this production. The road race at the end recalls scores of American movies that
come down to an athletic contest in which the hero has to prevail against overwhelming odds. But
that's a frequently successful formula, and it works here all the more because this isn't an American
film, and we can't be sure that a boy as unlucky as Ali will actually succeed in his complicated goal
of running just fast enough. As the throng of runners stride out the last 100 meters, we are the ones
who find ourselves short of breath. And in the end, Majidi makes his point in a way we won't soon
forget. Coming in first isn't nearly as important as keeping your promise to a loved one.
I think that "Children of Heaven" is a film of abiding greatness, but that's not the central reason
I chose to discuss it in this presentation. I am an American citizen with an almost obsessive habit of
reading newspapers and news magazines and watching news programs on television. And I confess
before this body today having been influenced by what I think is a fairly routinely negative portrayal
of Islamic people in the American media. There are reasons for this, of course. Osama Bin Laden is
a real person and his terrorist acts have shed American blood in Saudi Arabia and Kenya and perhaps elsewhere. Real Americans were held hostage by Islamic revolutionaries in the Iran of the Ayatollah Khomeni. The scenes of Islamic fundamentalists decrying our nation as the Great Satan were
not staged by American television executives. Throughout the world, America is the target of persistent vilification by Islamic leaders and their followers, and these attacks are accurately reported
by American news organizations.
But however factually accurate our news reports, I am nonetheless convinced that we are left
with a sadly inaccurate impression of the people who call their God Allah. I know that the hostility
I have seen aimed at our nation has at times nurtured in my heart a hostile response. But all at once
I am ashamed for what I know is bias, pure and simple. And I know first hand that hatred is no
default Islamic response to Americans. I know that Islamic parents do not automatically teach their
children that Americans are their enemy. For I have walked the streets of Turkey and been welcomed by the brightest of smiles and warmest of efforts to greet me in English. I have been beckoned by literally hundreds of young arms raised out to me by giggling school children soliciting a
slap of hands, a smack of friendly connection between middle-aged American and youthful Turk.
Still, we stand on either side of a significant cultural divide. I remain uncomfortable with widespread, if not universal, Islamic attitudes about and toward women. I worry greatly about the treatment of women by ruling Islamic fundamentalists in Afghanistan. And even in far more progressive
Turkey, I find myself troubled by all those women who still feel required to keep their heads covered. Sexist attitudes persist in America too, of course, but few Americans would any longer exhibit
in public the kind of oblivious delight our Istanbul guide took in telling crude jokes about women
drivers and why women must pray at the rear of the mosque. Before I lapse into too much cultural
superiority, however, I must emphasize that the movement for gender equality is well underway in
Turkey and will someday, presumably, inexorably, triumph throughout the Islamic world. Moreover, I must hasten to acknowledge the presence in Western society of so called "Christian" extrem12113 The Cresset Trinity l2001 Special Issue: Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts

ists who denigrate women, practice racial exclusion, and even advocate violence in the name of
Jesus. I would certainly protest the idea that such individuals and organizations in any way represent me, and I can only imagine that something comparable is true for the vast majority of Muslims.
When Americans feel threatened-and the world situation today may make this an understandable feeling-a lust to respond in kind is understandable. A film like "The Patriot" would encourage
us to think in terms of revenge, to protect our own and give back to our enemies tenfold the suffering they cause us. But we must resist this temptation. We must be ever vigilant of the difference
between the Islamic terrorist and the Islamic believer. Whatever their degree of orthodoxy, the
focus of most Islamic faithful lies not on distant America but on nearby friend, neighbor, and family
member. The people of Islam occupy an impoverished quadrant of our planet, and their bellies are
too often empty. But the heart of the simple Islamic believer retains the full measure of human compassion and capacity for love and loving self-sacrifice. By illustrating this so effectively and convincingly, a film like "Children of Heaven" offers the opportunity for the most enduring kind of education. It stands as a powerful call to redemption for a man like me who ought to know better but has
nonetheless allowed prejudice to percolate in his heart and thereby to threaten his soul.
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THE WORLD MAKES WHAT IT WILL
1.

I choose to trust I'm free to choose,
or why deliberate
on what I ought to do,
why sit at home and agonize
while my friends go their careless way?

2.
I could have lied,
said I was better for the job,
did not, and lost my place
in line. No one forced me
to say the deadly words; therefore,

3.
I'm free, my life
may be a model for
the young: No need to take
the selfish road when there are
roads enough and time.

4.
The complication comes with cause
(this happened because that)
in time (came first) and place (they touched).
If one could show
"this because that" for everything,

5.
I'd have to write what I write here.
Impossible as proving
all black birds are black.
Therefore, I feel I have no choice
but trust I choose.

Bill Buege
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Uncovering the Sacred:

substance and style in the american film

Richard A. Blake

M a n y , many years ago-when l was a jesuit graduate student and the fantasy lives of
American adolescent boys were still ruled by Pola Negri, Theda Bara and Zazu Pitts-a professor of
film studies asked me an intriguing question that I hope to reposition and address again today. His
summer classes on the top floor of an ancient building at Northwestern University often had the
look of "Vatican II, the Sequel." The last session of the Council had ended just a few years earlier,
but in those the days religious sisters still wore some form of identifiable habits and veils, and priests
often enough appeared in those then-progressive short-sleeved clerical shirts. Dr. Jack Ellis, a graduate of the University of Chicago and a man of no religious persuasion that I could ever detect, was
clearly puzzled by the array of church people that packed his classes every summer. "Why," he asked
me quite simply, "are you Catholics so interested in film?"
Brash teaching assistant that I was, I blurted out what seemed a reasonable answer at the time:
"We've had a long involvement in moral issues through the Legion of Decency," I stated with some
confidence, even though at the time I knew little about the Legion's history, "and many of our
schools use films as teaching aids." Of course, I was thinking about film strips and short documentaries used in high school catechism teaching. It was only later that I began to realize how frequently
film was used in the universities as well. Note the word "used." We will come back to that word
many times during this presentation.
First, though, I'd like to examine the thesis that film has had a surprisingly long history in the
academy, and second, to consider its use of film to foster an encounter with the sacred. That should
cover the three topics we are addressing in this conference: film, the sacred and the academy. And
once again, notice the word "use."
During the 1950's and 1960's many disciplines kidnapped film and "used" it as an indentured
servant to their own laudable but devious purposes. For example, a professor of English could routinely have the A-V department roll in its one 16mm projector to show the 1943 version of "Jane
Eyre." Through discussion the class was inevitably led to the conclusion that Charlotte Bronte's
novel was vastly superior to Robert Stevenson's film version. Showing Olivier's 1948 "Hamlet"
would at least help a not-too-swift class to get the characters straight before suffering the slings and
arrows of Shakespeare's outrageously fortunate poetry.
Similarly, a professor of sociology might show ''A Raisin in the Sun," the 1961 version of Lorraine Hansbury's play, to introduce a discussion on racial segregation in urban housing. Or a history
professor might try to show the horrors of trench warfare in World War I with a screening of
Kubrick's 1957 masterpiece "Paths of Glory." In Anthropology 101, a class might view Flaherty's
1919 classic "Nanook of the North." While a professor might comment on the accuracy of the content-like the social mores and artifacts of the Innuit or Eskimo people-most probably there would
be little realization of the extent to which the director's technique and the medium itself necessarily
distort reality in the interests of documentary accuracy. Fair enough: the professor is an anthropologist, not a film theorist. The question would be posed later by film scholars: Can film ever capture
truth with complete objectivity, or to what extent does the medium have to distort reality to arrive
at "the truth"? Conceivably, an Introduction to Scientific Method-the required science course for
students who have never quite mastered the seven-times table-might have featured a showing of
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"Breaking the Sound Barrier" by David Lean in 1952, or even "Madame Curie," Mervin LeRoy's
1943 biopic. Today, such a film might be used in a women's studies program, but in this period
women's studies programs were as rare as those in film studies. Examples could be multiplied. Film
has been put to many uses in the universities, and the presence of videotape and DVD in smart classrooms has made the practice even more commonplace. Let me put it in its most arrogant, chauvinistic terms: In the academy, film has been victimized by amateurs.
The quality of the films used in this way was an irrelevant issue. Let me steal a wonderful line
from Mae West. Playing the eponymous heroine in "Diamond Lil," the formidable Mae responded
famously to the compliment, "My goodness, what diamonds!" with the telling remark, "Goodness
had nothing to do with them." Like Lil, films were the kept women in the academy. They were
selected and shown off solely on the basis of their charming usefulness for some extrinsic purpose.
In other words, film used in this way were little more than an elaborate audio-visual aid.
Theology and religious studies followed this pattern as well, and since these subjects provide
the realm in which the academy explores the sacred, this area invites a closer examination. As we
look at some of the theological uses (that word again!) of film it will be important to keep in mind a
distinction between those films with overtly religious content and those which deal with perfectly
secular themes. In some films, the distinction becomes a bit fuzzy.
It might be helpful at this point to step off campus and review what was happening in the world
of commercial film distribution. In the 1950's Americans began to develop a taste for what were
then lumped together as "foreign films." Starting as early as the late 1940's, Italian Neo-realism
began to invade the art houses, those small, uncomfortable theaters where they served espresso
rather than popcorn to their artistically upscale audiences. The war time Italians were followed in
time by the French New Wave, the Swedish Ingmar Bergman, the Spanish Luis Brunei, the Angry
Young Men of England and a new Italian face named Federico Fellini. Many of these works were
complex and filled with symbolic allusions. By comparison to American films of the time, these
imports seemed truly sophisticated, and often enough, they were deadly dull. Nonetheless, they
were to be taken seriously as the artform of the 20th century. Students could debate meanings and
interpretations by the hour, much as the young aesthetes of the previous century had wrestled with
the notion of beauty in Keats's odes.
Two very strange developments followed as film made its way into theology departments, one
connected with the content of the films themselves and the other with their reception by some elements of their campus audience. First, many of these foreign films seemed to be dramatically different from the predictable feel-good product of Hollywood. I say "seemed to be" because at that
time American film scholarship had not yet begun to uncover the riches of the Hollywood tradition.
These foreign films dealt with "adult" themes and featured costuming that might have been provided by Victoria's Secret rather than the Sears Roebuck. For a country slowly working its way
through the neo-isolationism of the McCarthy Era, the popularity of bosomy Italian actresses, cynical Frenchmen, amoral Swedes, anticlerical, anti-Franco Spaniards and enraged Cockney hooligans
seemed to threaten the very foundations of American decency. The release of Rossellini's "The Miracle" in New York in 1948 incited the Catholic War Veterans to a near-riot. Of course, distributors
featured these very controversies in their advertising to entice audiences to sit through two hours of
subtitles. At the same time, these adult themes made the films attractive to a more sophisticated
audience, the people who at the time looked upon American films as a form of self-administered
cultural anesthesia.
Second, as I read in the history of this period, it seems that campus ministers and chaplains were
more accepting of this ambiguous product than their theological colleagues and nervous academic
administrators. Before films were widely accepted into theology classrooms as a part of the "required
reading" for some courses, campus ministers tried to lure students into chapel basements by sponsoring cinema clubs and coffee house nights. Besides being an effective way to bring students into
contact with the religious side of campus life and providing the occasion for serious discussion of
ethical and religious issues, these adult films also helped establish good liberal credentials for the
chaplains among those students who were just now beginning to let their hair grow a bit longer than
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they did at home. During these years we have the paradoxical situation of having Beatniks for God
in the ministry office sponsoring screenings and discussions of films that were officially condemned
by the Legion of Decency and even banned from public screenings in some communities.
It didn't take long for theology faculties to wake up and smell the popcorn popping in the chaplain's office. What I find extremely interesting and commendable was the broad range of interests
and catholic taste of this generation of religion teachers and writers who found an ally in film
starting in the mid-1960's. The old-time edifying but sentimental fare held little attraction. The
popular wartime inspirational classics like Henry King's "Song of Bernadette (1943) or Leo
McCarey's "Going My Way" (1944) slowly sank beneath the surface of the holy water font, never
to be heard from again. Biblical epics of the postwar period, like "The Robe" (1953), "Samson and
Delilah" (1949) and "David and Bathsheba" (1951), went off into Technicolor Valhalla, and not
even Charlton Heston in "The Ten Commandments" (195 6) could part the widescreen Red Sea and
bring them back. Let me offer a few examples, just suggestions off the top of the head to illustrate
some of the possible religious uses (that word again) of film beginning in the 1960's and continuing
up to the present.
In the field of business ethics, a class could discuss corporate responsibilities with the help of
"Executive Suite," Robert Wise's 1954 examination of the boardroom politics involved in deciding
between quality and the quick buck. Similarly, now that the country is in the feeding frenzy of online trading, Oliver Stone's "Wall Street" (1989) would be enlightening for would-be wheelerdealers in their one required business ethics course. "Network" (1976) or "Broadcast News" (1987)
would fill the same function for communications ethics classes.
In social ethics, a class could look at Ford's "The Grapes of Wrath" (1940), based on John Steinbeck's searing novel about migrant workers in the Dust Bowl era. For the conflicted values in the
abortion debate, "Cider House Rules" (1999). For the struggles of the union movement, Kazan's
"On the Waterfront" (1954), and for the agonies of democratizing nations in Latin America,
"Romero" (1989). These last two feature major characters who are priests, and this fact could lead
to an interesting exploration of the relationship between the characters' faith commitment and their
sense of common human decency. And so on. The list could extend through perhaps hundreds of
films that have been or could be used to raise serious religious or moral issues with students in a
variety of contexts. Despite these successes, however, the common consensus, which I hope to challenge and qualify later on, is that film, since it is rooted in the physical objects set before the camera's
lens, is much less successful in revealing spiritual realities than other media, like literature, painting
or music. I admit that most films do a pretty poor job with religious experience: the swelling choral
music-suggesting heavenly choirs-eyes rolling upward toward a bright light, and the half-step
backward to indicate awe, really don't do it for me. Yet some films have been astonishingly effective
at inviting a reflection on the mysteries of grace and salvation. Don't let the recent series of disastrous Joan of Arc movies discourage you from trying Carl Theodor Dreyer's silent masterpiece,
"The Passion of Joan of Arc" (1926). For examining a sense of self-sacrifice in the process of salvation, there is Robert Bresson's grim "Diary of a Country Priest" (1950) based on Georges Bernanos's
equally grim novel, and this could be balanced by Godard's "Hail Mary" (1985), a whimsical
retelling of the story of the Annunciation in contemporary France, or even last year's "Dogma" by
Kevin Smith, the saga of salvation in New Jersey.
For a more rarified examination of the possibility of faith in our contemporary scientific age,
no one has been more effective and disturbing than that favorite of theology professors everywhere, Ingmar Bergman. His usefulness is based upon the seven films of his theological period,
beginning with "The Seventh Seal" in 1957 and ending with "The Silence" (1963). The son of a
Lutheran minister, Bergman became the typical rebellious young artist, but in his middle years he
returned to the religious questions that had overshadowed much of his childhood. In "The Seventh
Seal," which marks the start of his journey of faith, a knight returns from the Crusades, wondering
if his years of sacrifice meant anything. The intensely literate script brims with quotable, thoughtand discussion-provoking lines. At one point the Knight says: "Faith is a torment, did you know
that? It is like loving someone who is out here in the darkness but never appears, no matter how

loudly you call." In a famous scene where Death, disguised as a monk, tricks the Knight into making
a confession of his inmost fears, we hear this dialogue:
Knight: Why can't I kill God within me? Why does he live on in this painful and humiliating way
even though I curse Him and want to tear Him out of my heart? Why in spite of everything, is He a
baffling reality that I can't shake off: Do you hear me? .. .I want knowledge not faith, not suppositions but knowledge. I want God to stretch out his hand toward me, reveal himself and speak to me.
Death: But He remains silent.
Knight: I call out to him in the dark but no one seems to be there.
Death: Perhaps no one is there.
Knight: Then life is an outrageous horror.

In "Wild Strawberries," released the next year, an elderly professor of medicine travels back to
his university to receive an honorary degree, and during the journey he recalls his past, especially
his inability to reach out to others in love. Salvation for him will involve not the divine revelation
that the Knight craves, but merely a moment of human contact. In this film, redemption takes on a
very human face. In "The Virgin Spring," (1959), Bergman returns to the middle ages to look at evil
in the world, revenge and salvation as affirmed by miracles. A distraught father murders the
goatherds who raped and murdered his innocent daughter, and as he buries her a miraculous spring
suddenly appears in the ground near her body.
In "Through a Glass Darkly" (1961) Bergman turns to the world of modern psychiatry and
compares faith to insanity. A young woman disintegrates as she imagines herself being pursued by
God in the form of a spider. "Winter Light" (1962) deals with a cold, unloving Lutheran pastor who
seems to have lost his faith. The film ends with a communion service held in a church before a one
lone parishioner and the organist. As the pastor recites the prayers, one is left wondering whether
the rite is a pious sham perpetrated by one who now realizes that all this is nonsense, or whether the
pastor has gathered together the remaining fragments of faith in his life in order to continue his
heroic Kierkegaardian leap of faith despite the doubts that rage in his intellect.
Finally, in "The Silence," Bergman concludes that God is just that. A wispy, intellectual woman
falls sick in a hotel in a foreign country where she cannot understand the language. She is hopelessly
alone facing death, while her sensual sister, traveling with her, uses the unexpected stopover as an
opportunity to form a liaison with a stranger. When it becomes clear that the sick sister will not
recover, the healthy sister abandons her and leaves the city to get on with her own worldly life. The
film ends with a little boy, the dying woman's nephew, sitting on a train next to his mother reading
a letter from his aunt. It is written in the unknown language. The message is merely gibberish to
him. In fact, there may well be no message at all. In the face of such mysterious silence, one must
merely continue the journey and get on with one's life.
In this bracketable body of films, Bergman has mixed the literal and the metaphorical to describe
his search for faith. Some of the characters speak directly of religious issues, while others address
the questions analogically. A doctor finds human love an image of divine love, which he must recognize and accept in order to be saved. A believer is something like a madwoman who finds herself so
tortured by an illusion, a spider-god, that she must be judged simply insane. Life is as mundane as a
railroad journey, and being sidetracked in a realm of alien discourse leads only to loneliness and
death. Bergman's use of metaphor, symbol and image, along with a more traditional form of theological discourse, made his films superb vehicles for discussion. Metaphors are open to many interpretations and offer many avenues to further exploration.
While Bergman addressed God-questions directly in God-language, Federico Fellini spoke in
the language of metaphor and indirection. Fellini dispensed with the verbal and literal and conducted his investigations of religious issues exclusively in the realm of analogy and the visual. He
depended on his audience to recognize that the clown in "La Strada," (1954), walking a tightrope
between two buildings, was really Christ, hovering between the human and the divine. Suspended
above the town plaza, he stops for a meal of pasta. Then he appears to fall, but saves himself miraculously and rises from certain death to complete his trip to the other side of the street.
Once the association between the Clown, identified as the Fool, and Christ becomes apparent,
then the film yields a rich theological message. He assures the poor, mute girl, Gelsomina, that she
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has a purpose in life, and with renewed spirit she shares her love with the brutish Zampano. Eventually, by her death, she redeems him. A thoroughly unlovable character, Zampano hears of her
death and suddenly realizes he loved her. In grief, he wanders into the surf and bathes his head, a
sign that redemptive waters, something like baptism, had finally cleansed his soul.
In the next few years, Fellini made "Nights of Cabiria" (1957), about a Roman prostitute who is
swindled out of her life's savings and her hopes for a better life, but who refuses to let her misfortune defeat her. At the end she falls into an impromptu dance with a crowd of teenagers celebrating
life and the infinite possibilities of the future. It's a lovely story, even though some found it terribly
sentimental, but awareness of Fellini's earlier work make this another powerful fable of redemption, this time achieved through communion with a sinful, yet struggling world.
Likewise, in "La Dolce Vita" (1960), the thoroughly dissolute newspaper reporter ends his
night of debauchery on a beach, like Zampano. A beautiful young girl invites him to come to her
through an inlet on the shoreline, but he is not yet ready to accept the cleansing waters. He walks
away, but the last, lingering image of the film is that of the girl smiling after him, an image of God
ever patient in waiting for the reporter to reclaim his lost innocence. That beatific smile provides
closure for the opening image: As the film begins, a helicopter carries a statue of Jesus with outstretched arms over the city of Rome, much to the amusement of three bikini clad sunbathers on a
rooftop. The men in the helicopter and the young women flirt shamelessly, while Christ waits
patiently to move on to his destination.
In "8 1;2" (1963), his last great film, and "Juliet of the Spirits" (1965), the main characters seek
redemption, that is freedom, through reconciling themselves with their past, their limits-or sinfulness-as well as with their strengths or virtues. In these later films, the religious imagery has all but
disappeared, and a theologian must exercise caution before pushing the story over into the realm of
religious parable. The later films can be interpreted as perfectly secular stories that express the very
human need to find meaning in a very ambiguous tangle of memories.
The principle of intertextuality makes the theological effort worthwhile, however. Since Fellini
has probed clearly religious themes in his earlier films, it is quite possible that the later films contain
some remnant, or afterimage, of his earlier concerns. In addition, the auteur critics, whose theories
were popularized in the United States through the work of Andrew Sarris in the late 1960's, encouraged readers of films to look at the entire corpus of a director's films as one, continuing work in
progress. Each individual film, they maintained, was merely another chapter in a director's artistic
autobiography. It was inevitable then that when theologians turned to film in those days, the names
Fellini and Bergman almost inevitably popped up on the syllabus like head and tails on a single coin.
I'd like to suggest that the relationship between film and the sacred in the academy has changed
quite a bit since the days of the Fellini/Bergman phenomenon. With the rise of film studies programs
especially here on the West Coast, and in those respectable, if unreadable academic journals that
sustain them, films can no longer be considered exclusively as audio-visual aids to be used for something else, like English, history, sociology, or even ministry and theology. Like the more traditional
disciplines, the movies, even American movies, have, for good or ill, spawned their own priestly
class of professionals who have become keepers of the arcane lore and language of film history and
criticism.
This development has indeed introduced a series of significant challenges to those of us who
are concerned about the university's relationship to the sacred. Let me offer an analogy. In the
Jurassic period, even before I started studying film, Catholic seminaries were wedded almost exclusively to the philosophy and theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. In this world, philosophy was considered "the handmaid of theology," which was then considered the "queen of sciences." These
characterizations no doubt thrilled philosophy faculties in Catholic universities around the world.
In recent years, however, Marxists, atheists, positivists and analysts have entered the philosophic
mix, scholars with little or no interest in viewing their subject as a propaideutic to theology or to
anything else. The first reaction to this development, understandably, was panic among Catholic
theologians at the thought that this venerable intellectual hierarchy was being undermined. By the
turn of the millennium, however, in all but the very conservative institutions, most faculty would

feel that both philosophy and theology have been strengthened by being able to reexamine their
own methods. In many instances, the fields complement each other, but they collaborate as peers,
not as queens and handmaidens. I would like to think that in a similar fashion, film scholars, by
using the conceptual frameworks of their own discipline, rather than a language borrowed from
theology, will eventually arrive at an authentic reverence for the sacred in the art form we study,
teach, analyze and write about. In relating as equals in the search for the sacred, both areas of
study can be enriched.
To say that this work will be challenging is an understatement. My mentor and friend, Dr. Jack
Ellis, a gentleman to his fingertips, was simply puzzled by the presence of so many religious professionals in his class. Not everyone is so polite. Many segments of the intellectual community are
either dismissive, contemptuous or downright hostile to religious concerns, as though these were
somehow inimical to the search for knowledge in the light of pure reason. I'm sure that many of us
are involved with institutions striving to examine, refine, preserve and enhance their religious heritage. Many academics resent this effort. How often have we heard our colleagues say with a mixture of disbelief and anger: "So you expect me to teach Catholic mathematics?" Or Baptist biology?
Or Jewish engineering? Entertaining the concept seems preposterous, yet oddly-for intellectuals
whose life's work involves the precision and nuance of ideas-this kind of absurdist reductionism
seems perfectly acceptable. In the academy, the truly "established religion" is dogmatic secularism.
Its tenets are immutable, and heretics are treated harshly. Torquemada in tweeds.
This situation calls for patient and, I'm afraid, unending dialogue. First of all, their apprehension should not dismissed lightly, as solely the product of ill will and ignorance. The antagonism
between the methods of faith and the methods of reason seems to reappear with distressing regularity, and religious people have as often as not supported the losing side, that is, the side that was
proved wrong by history. The Galileo case has grown tiresome, but its legacy haunts the academic
community. For Catholics, the problem is particularly acute, since we appear to the outside world as
subjecting the search for truth to a visible structure of ecclesiastical authority with clearly defined
written position papers, propped up by threats of condemnation and interdict, a veritable paper
trail of intolerance. In the inside world, the reality is far different. We Catholics squabble among
ourselves, just like any other family.
With this history in mind, it is scarcely surprising that as film studies works through its own
adolescent development-that is, a young discipline that already shows signs of maturity-scholars
are very uneasy at the prospect of turning their attention to uncovering the sacred in something as
worldly as the film. On the other hand, this selective reluctance should be surprising. From the
early twentieth century historians, sociologists, literary critics and, after Heisenberg, even some
scientists, began to question the possibility of a totally objective view of their subject matter. The
quest for truth through pure reason is not as simple a task as we might have believed in the aftermath of the Enlightenment. As human beings of finite intelligence, we examine, question, categorize and conclude with a whole series of cultural and personal filters and biases. In the academic
community we routinely identify critics as Marxists or feminists, and although we may challenge
their conclusions, we are perfectly comfortable in accepting their methods as "acceptable, with
reservation." We may be far less comfortable with a critical method that identifies itself as religious
or denominational.
But it is important to identify the underlying ideology of a critic or a scholar or an audience.
For example, try to generate a perfectly objective evaluation of D.W. Griffith's 1915 masterpiece,
"The Birth of a Nation." The cultural assumptions and contexts of the year 2000 are quite different
from those of 1915. During the screening, I suspect with good reason that people of different racial
backgrounds and different sets of racial sensitivities would see very different films. An all-white
audience in Boston would probably react differently than an all-white audience in Savannah, both
then and now. Our historical sense of the Civil War and reconstruction has shifted in the last 75
years. Indeed, can it even be called a masterpiece because the state of the medium at the time was
primitive in comparison to today's full-color, wide-screen, computer enhanced images, complete
with Dolby sound? The groundwork has shifted for artistic as well as for social issues.
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Contemporary film scholarship, like literary criticism after Northrop Frye, includes the uses
and reception of the work by audiences, extrinsic factors to be sure, as integral elements in the
analysis of the work. If "Birth of a Nation" were shown at a Ku Klux Klan meeting with the object
of solidifying existing prejudices, it would be a work of art far different from the same film shown
as part of a black studies program to show the pervasive racialism of the American media. This
example leaps to mind due to the work of Anna Everett published in a recent issue of Cinema
Journal. In researching Mrican-American periodicals from that period, she discovered a split in the
reception of the film. Black journalists and church leaders were outraged and wrote impassioned
articles arguing that the film should be withdrawn from circulation. On the other hand, many, probably the majority of Mrican American audiences were avid movie fans, got caught up in the spectacle, enjoyed the story and the action, and paid little attention to the portrayal of former slaves that
many of their leaders found offensive. Perhaps, one could draw the parallel to Italian Americans,
who enjoyed the Godfather series while some of their organizations complained that the films reinforce the stereotypes of Italians as gangsters. In both cases the caricatures on the screen were so far
removed from the experience of ordinary moviegoers that they invested the characters with the
same reality as they would aliens in a science fiction film. Christian Metz, the most influential of the
contemporary film theorists, proposes a method called semiotics in which he reduces films to a
series of signs variously interpreted by their audiences.
As one embarks in the enterprise of film history and criticism today, we must be aware that in
good post-modern fashion, many perspectives, many uses and many audiences must enter into any
analysis of film. As a result film theorists have broken into a series of competing camps. For
example, we have feminist critics who evaluate films in terms of gender roles. The more radical of
these argue that film, as a visual medium dominated by men, by its nature reduces women to
objects for the pleasurable gaze of other men and thus perpetuates gender oppression. Marxists,
following the lead of Louis Althusser, see film as an industrial commodity, produced by a capitalist
society, and used to reinforce its own bourgeois agenda by rewarding effort with financial success
and ignoring the needs and values of the proletariat. Queer theory attempts not only to validate
overt gay experience in films but also to bring latent homosexual themes out of the closet where
they could be used to critique the stereotypical gender roles normally provided in aggressively
straight films.
Each of these schools has had its excesses, but without question, each has made a significant contribution to the practice of film history and criticism. For example, can one look at "Citizen Kane"
today without considering the following: the feminist's concern about Kane's treatment of his wives,
the Marxist's awareness that Kane's financial success is rooted in a society that rewards ruthlessness,
and the gay theorists investigation of Kane's dependence on and then rejection of several male associates?
This brings us back to the initial paradox of film study in the academy. Film teachers and writers
have received several initially unpopular viewpoints into the mainstream, but perhaps because of
the traditional suspicion of religion in academic circles, we have allowed the element of the sacred
to go largely unnoticed. I often wonder in my darker moments if we didn't unwittingly create part
of the problem ourselves through the two decades or more when film, like philosophy, was "used"
as a "handmaid to theology." Is it possible that by using films to address certain theological questions in the Fellini/Bergman era, we gave the impression of reading our own confessional agenda
into their works? Now that we propose studying films with a view toward uncovering the sacred
element in them, some may still have the idea that we are really doing theology with the help of
conveniently selected audio-visual aids. So we in schools with a religious heritage to enhance for
our students have our work cut out for us.
Finally, I would like to suggest a progression of thinking from substance or content to style.
Offering a specific pedagogy for bringing this into a classroom strikes me as somewhat beyond our
capabilities at this point in the conversation. If film scholars can simply accept the validity of a religious, and even a confessional, element in our own research, then we can judge the appropriate
moments and methods to employ in their teaching and writing.

First, the question of substance: We have seen how alien disciplines have routinely and profitably appropriated film to serve their own purposes. In the academy, the traffic should flow both
ways. Film scholars should have the right to "use" theology. If the religious content, or substance, is
explicit, the roadway is obvious. A film scholar cannot approach Bergman without some awareness
of Swedish Lutheranism, or Fellini without a sense of Italian Catholicism. An explicit expression of
the sacred is embedded in their work, and must be addressed, just as one situates any film-or novel
or poem or painting-in its appropriate cultural and historical context.
The work becomes more demanding for scholars as they move away from specifically religious
content. Frequently, we find ourselves dealing with analogies and metaphors, and this is dangerous
territory. Eisogesis, or reading meanings into texts, simply because we want to find them there, has
often enough compromised the credibility of our work. We have two safeguards to keep us from
getting lost and misreading or ~istorting the film. The first is internal evidence found within the
text, and the second is the artistic biography of the film maker.
Here is an obvious example. George Stevens's great Western film of 1953 "Shane" might be
profitably approached as a redemption parable. Does this do violence to the text? Let's see. Shane,
Alan Ladd, mysteriously arrives on the scene from another, unidentified world, precisely when the
forces of evil, embodied in the Rykers, a family of sinister ranchers, threaten either to drive the Starretts out of their small subsistence farm or, worse, co-opt them into their own evil plans. The names
of the parents are Joe and Marion, which seems a bit too close to Joseph and Mary to be an accident. They have a single son, Joey. Thus we are left in the uncomfortable position of two figures
that suggest some conceptual association with Christ. This was also the case with Fellini/Bergman
films . The neat, simplistic one-to-one analogies rarely hold.
Knowing that they cannot intimidate the Joe and his friends, the Rykers bring in Wilson, a diabolical hired gun, played by Jack Palance. Wilson kills one of the townspeople in cold blood, and
this emboldens the ranchers to try to burn out the remaining farm families. Shane will not allow Joe
to take on the killer himself. He fights to take this final agon against sinfulness upon himself, alone.
One outside force confronts another. The celestial and the diabolical struggle for the souls of the
townspeople. On the way into town, Shane rides past three trees on a small rise of land, an image
eerily suggestive of the three crosses on Calvary. Shane dispatches the gunman and the ranchers,
and in the process he receives a wound in his side. He rides off into the dawn in that memorable and
often parodied scene, with Joey calling after him, but Shane's place is not in this world of farmers
and ranchers, despite the longing of the people to keep him in their midst. Unlike most Western
heroes who ride off into the sunset, Shane rides into the sunrise of a new day.
Does this make Shane a Christ-figure? I would really be slow to make that assertion. On the
other hand, there is a school of film criticism that points out the ritual quality of many genre films,
like the Western. A more comfortable discussion of the film might center around pre-existing myths
that have formed Jungian archetypes in our collective consciousness. The hero rescues the less powerful by taking a powerful adversary upon himself and risking or sacrificing his life to free his
friends: David facing Goliath, St. George and the dragon, Jesus and Satan, Shane and the dark
gunman. All fulfill the ritual pattern.
Lest I be misunderstood, I am not putting all these stories on an equal level as "myth" and nothing
but myth lodged somehow in the collective memory of the human tribe. As a believing Christian, I
would present the New Testament stories as historically verifiable through Scripture and its attendant
scholarship. These are the foundation and cornerstone of Christian faith, and I would maintain that
it is the story of Jesus that most influences our thinking about redemption in the Christian era in the
West, even for non-believers. In trying to be perfectly neutral and objective in my presentation, I am
pointing out a common human awareness of the need for some kind of redemption in a world of
seemingly overpowering sinfulness, violence and injustice. This need is felt so deeply that the paradigm reappears in an extraordinary number of stories throughout history and in a moment of time is
actualized in the events of the Passion, death and Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.
In the context of the university, especially a university that boasts a religious heritage, the story
of "Shane" invites further theological reflection. It opens up the question of the Protestant Ethic as
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originally embodied in American culture by the early New England Puritans. This peculiarly American version of Protestantism has been magnificently explained by Henry Nash Smith in The Virgin
Land, a study of American culture through its literature and popular arts. The vocation of the original New England settlers involved turning the "howling wilderness" into a restored Garden of
Eden. For them progress implied turning a savage land, filled with strange peoples, animals and
plants, into a civilized English garden. This divinely ordained project will provide a theological
rationale for European settlers as they march relentlessly, ruthlessly from East to West building a
new civilization. The garden behind the Starrett's cottage is one of the central images in "Shane."
The Rykers try to destroy it, but the Starretts protect it and it keeps growing.
In addition, the film invites a reflection on the innate tension between a characteristically Protestant sense of individualism and a characteristically Catholic sense of community. Shane, the outsider, travels alone, and he takes on the Ryker gang alone. Joe, however, must remain with his family
and his community, comprised as it is of other farm families. The farmer who goes to town and tries
to face down Wilson alone, without the support of his community, is gunned down. The original
compact between Shane and the farm family is sealed at a meal, where the outsider becomes one of
them. Again, we should be slow to leap to the immediate conclusion of Eucharistic imagery at a last
supper. King Arthur and the cynical wits of the New Yorker magazine had round tables as well. The
meaning of "breaking bread" clearly extends beyond the Gospels, even though it bears a specific
meaning for Christians.
The second corrective is the personal and artistic biography of the film makers. While a religious discussion of "Shane" rests on the internal evidence of the text, the theological approach to
the films of John Ford can gain credibility from considering the biography of the film maker. Ford
was an old-fashioned Catholic, and he drew extensively upon his recollection of his Irish-AmericanCatholic experience, especially in his idealized presentation of Irish characters in many of his films.
Although he made very few directly religious films, like "The Fugitive" (194 7), a retelling of Graham
Greene's The Power and the Glory (originally Labyrinthian Ways) his films routinely adopt Catholic
imagery and address Catholic issues. Whether it is the U.S Navy in the Pacific, the cavalry on the
frontier or the Democratic party in Boston, he continually places the individual in conflict with the
community. The resolution comes when the individual subordinates his interests to those of his
larger community and in so doing finds personal redemption. Catholics, I repeat, are communitarian animals. Being in the communion means being redeemed; being out of the communionexcommunicated-is a form of death. One who deserts the wagon train, the unit, the settlement or
the political party risks death and damnation.
Similarly, Ford feels the tension between tradition and progress. Often his John Wayne character, the seasoned middle-level officer, mediates the conflict between the young, thoughtless
upstarts with no sense of tradition and the older, moss-bound senior officers who are so tied to the
past that they cannot adjust to present realities. This is a conflict that touches all religious bodies,
except perhaps the Taliban, but is particularly acute among Catholics. Ford loves the old hierarchies, the rubrics of military parades, the vestments of military rank, and the old guard who fought
the good fight in the past, but he also sympathizes with the young who grow restless under the
thumb of their elders.
I would maintain then that looking at the substance of any film by John Ford with a self-consciously Christian and Catholic optic will invariably add to an appreciation of his work without
having to read extraneous meanings into the text. Film scholars routinely do this as feminists or
Marxists, and that is perfectly acceptable in academic circles. I'm suggesting that one can look at a
film from a religious point of view as well.
Finally, beyond substance there is the question of style. Some months ago I was trying to work
out some of these ideas at a workshop. I had chosen "Apocalypse Now" (1979) to illustrate how
Francis Coppola, a cultural Catholic, had incorporated the framework of Heart of Darkness, a short
novel by Joseph Conrad, also a cultural Catholic, to lead to a final redemptive moment. By using a
machete to kill Kurtz, the Marlon Brando character, and allowing the rain to wash his victim's
blood from his own body, Willard, played by Martin Sheen, had actually redeemed himself in water
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and blood, the traditional images connected with Christ's crucifixion. My audience would have
none of it. For a battle of good and evil, why not use "Matrix" or "Star Wars" they asked.
Yes, why not? What I intended to suggest, but failed to enunciate clearly, was that I was trying
to move beyond content, and certainly beyond parables of the struggle between good and evil, to
the style or formal elements of film. I wanted to open up another type of appreciation of the sacred
in the photographic image. In other words, the medium itself suggests the presence of the sacred, a
presence of the divine in the material stuff of the universe. When photographed and manipulated
through the art of the film maker, material objects take on a sacramental value. In ''Apocalypse
Now," for example, the blood and water embody a meaning beyond themselves. They both represent and accomplish the sacred activity of salvation. They represent and actually accomplish the
redemption that Willard has sought in the long narrative of confession that makes up the body of
the film and the novel. Willard realizes that he is one with Kurtz in evil, and by killing his alter ego,
the evil within himself, he achieves salvation.
We can push the notion of sacramentality in film a bit further. Film invites contemplation of the
material universe as a source of divine presence and action in the world. Other art forms use (that
word again!) material objects as the inspiration for the artifact. A painter, for example, paints an
apple. The actual apple rots and vanishes, and contemplation is directed not to the apple, which no
longer exists, but to the canvas and paint that embody the artist's conception of what the apple is
and means. By contrast, the camera enshrines the actual. It provides a record of the real thing fixed
in a moment of time. The art of the film maker invites an appreciation of the natural object itself as
somehow more than itself. In itself it is an object of art, and more, it is sacred as a material object
created by God. The film maker allows the object captured by his lens to transcend its own boundaries of space and time be seen as an embodiment of the sacred in a material universe.
Just one step further, and this is as far as I am willing at this time to take the argument. Thirty
some odd years ago, during the months of preparing a dissertation on Ingmar Bergman' films, I read
Agape and Eros, a study of John's Gospel by the then-leading Swedish Lutheran theologian Anders
Nygren. His core idea has stayed with me these many years and saved many a foundering homily.
Nygren maintains that in human love, Eros, the lover is attracted to something desirable in the
object of his attention: a physically or spiritually attractive person, a beautiful object, like a flower
or a sunset. By contrast, divine love, agape, does not respond to a prior value, but rather it creates
value in its object. The human person, as finite and tainted by sin, does not offer anything to attract
God's love, but God loves the person as an object of his creation, and therefore generates the extraordinary and uncompromisable value in each human person, regardless of disability or deformity,
vice or virtue, actuality or potentiality. All are sacred precisely because they have been created and
loved by God. God loves value into them, and in turning a camera on them and contemplating these
material things, we contemplate the sacred, the presence of the Divine in the stuff of this earth.
I'd like to suggest that the camera takes on an artistic equivalent of agape. It looks upon material objects and sees within them the sacred and in the photographic image enshrines their value. It
does not create ontological value, as divine love does, by loving the object into existence, but the
camera does endow the most mundane objects with sacramental value by recognizing and capturing
that value in a publicly accessible artifact. Willard's machete, then, as seen by the camera is more
than an object for clearing the underbrush or even a murder weapon. It has value because the camera
looks at it and sees the object as both material and sacred, as both brute object and the means of
Willard's salvation.
And so we return to the beginning. Film scholars working within the academy now have their
own agenda for intellectual inquiry. Finding the methodological tools to pursue an understanding
of the sacred in film is no longer exclusively or even primarily the task of theologians using an alien
discipline to further their own interests. Those of us involved in film studies have the challenge to
refine and expand our own inquiry and our own critical theories. I would like to think these inquiries
will include some notion of the sacred.

f
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D
As in Dylan, the first skinny white boy
you fell for-his hobo songs, his ballads,
his angry bantam talking buzzsaw blueseach cut a notch
in the white virgin timber
of your heartyou wore him like a flannel shirt,
you wove him into your braidshis song became your bedtime story,
the beads in your necklace
your boots.
John Wesley Harding
was our soundtrack that first summer,
and I love to run the tape back
to that time; your niece is still
asleep, your brother working;
those prints he bought in Paris,
the first nude you ever paintedthey're still up on the wall.
It's just you and me and that big lake
out the window, and Dylan
in the background with Judas Priest
and Frankie Lee, they were
the best of friends ...

The north wind keening of his blues harp,
the June day dawning in your eyesit was all one song for me
and I know it by heart.
That old reel to reel keeps spinning
and now our girls are gone
and Dylan sings it's not dark yet
but it's getting there.
Still I can see you
wrapped in an afghan
on that sofa at your brother'syour hair's still wet, still fragrant
from your shower,
your coffee's on the table:
it's still too hot to drink.
So while it cools let's keep our voices hushed,
the music low-I love it when I'm with you
and we're the only ones awake.
What do you say we put on New Morning
and play it over and over again.

John Ruff

AND GLADLY LEARN
Why should I think of my old teachers now,
when mist is about to break from this green valley?
One wrote a book called Exuberance,
one edited Browning's letters,
one cried out, "Oh, if it were only a bird
flying through some hall!"
Where are they now? What page can hold their eye?
After their words, the herbs
and apples of my teen-age days,
they turn away from me smiling,
in quest of some fact, some phrase, some hand,
the guerdon of their burning trajectory.
Their lectures are finally put away,
their mornings have merged with night.
They are like underlined portions of books
to which we never return.
Each was ravaged by sickness, poverty,
passion that failed somehow,
and yet they were the noontide of my day.
In the stacked masonry of a city,
amid coughs and quotes and soaring mnemonic displays,
they gave me bread, not stones.
Today, as the mist clears from this valley
and leaves of the sweet gale shine,
I weep for those who made me laugh and care.

William Aiken
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Teaching the Liberal Arts and the
Christian's Vocation
]. Michael Utzinger

For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that
those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we
regard him thus no longer. Therefore, if any one is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, behold, the new
has come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that
is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the
message of reconciliation. So we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We beseech you on behalf of
Christ, be reconciled to God.
2 Corinthians 5:14-20

T e task before us is to determine, "What makes the Christian educator?" Howem, to ask
the question in this manner, it seems to me, subtly betrays a particular notion of vocation which
favors the calling as teacher, scholar, or academician over the calling to be a Christian. The very
arrangement of the words makes "educator" the substantive term, which in turn is modified by the
adjective "Christian." This is to say that an educator is a vocational subset, which can equally be
described as Christian, secular, or agnostic, depending upon the religious conviction of the individual. Paul's second letter to the Corinthians, however, suggests that such a conception of vocation is an inversion of the proper order of things. By calling ourselves Christian we acknowledge
that our primary vocation is to be reconciled to God and subsequently to be the church {literally
those "called out"), a community of ambassadors through whom God makes his appeal. Themessage entrusted to us by virtue of our baptism is that God intends the reconciliation of the world
through Christ. I, therefore, properly describe myself as a Christian who has been given the
charisma, or gift, of teaching and scholarship as an extension of my churchly vocation, the ministry of reconciliation.
The first implication of describing my vocation as a Christian is the assumption that, while
there exists an intimate relationship between vocation and charismata, these terms are not synonyms. Miroslav Vol£ rightly notes that
the call to new life and practices commensurate with this life comes to everyone without distinction
through the words of the gospel. At the point of its individual appropriation, this general call
becomes specific in the gifts given to each person for concrete and changing tasks in the church and
the world. That all Christians have a task in the church and the world is grounded in Christian
calling; which concrete ministry (or ministries) they have is determined by the gifts of the Spirit
given to them at the moment. (Volf 226, italics in original)

The general vocation of which Vol£ speaks is God's call to the world to be reconciled to him through
Christ. We Christians share this common vocation with all persons, Christian or not, by virtue of
our humanity. Such a calling, however, remains only a grand possibility unless she who is called
answers, "Here am 1." Until that time, we regard each other and Christ from a "worldly point of
view," as those unconvinced that this calling is momentous or real.
Paul suggests that accepting God's call changes everything; "the old has gone, behold, the new
has come!" Appropriating the human vocation fundamentally changes the purpose of the individual
life. Christians no longer live for themselves but for Christ who died for them. It is at this moment
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that vocation becomes incarnated within the individual Christian. Paul reminded the Corinthians
that "there are a variety of gifts but the same Spirit....To each is given a manifestation of the Spirit
for the common good" (I Cor. 12:4, 7). The Holy Spirit gives spiritual gifts to each Christian in order
to build up the Church as a whole so that it might fulfill its ambassadorial purpose. When Christians
affirmatively answer the call to be reconciled to Christ, the Spirit endows Christians with charismata,
enabling them to concretely participate in the mission of the Church and its ministry of reconciliation. In this sense, the Church, as the body of Christ, is properly described as "charismatic."
The ministry of reconciliation is the Church's service to the world. The community of the
faithful, however, does not just withdraw from the world shouting the gospel message at passersby
(although one might imagine a time for this activity). It should not be surprising that a God who
became incarnate in the person of Jesus continues his work of reconciliation through Christ's body,
the Church. N.T. Wright, the Dean of Litchfield Cathedral, noted that ambassadorship in Paul's
understanding included the component of service to the world:
This is our God, the Servant King; he calls us now to follow him .... We are, therefore, in Paul's
words ambassadors for Christ. We don't have to be perfect in ourselves. On the cross he dealt with
our sin so that he could then work through us, so that we in turn might embody the saving faithfulness of God to all those whom we meet .... And the real mystery of that is that we do it not so much
in our triumphs as in our tragedies; not in our strength but in our weaknesses; not in our success but
in our failure. In the real world, it is the wounded who heal. (21)

Wright notes that the healing of the gospel causes us to celebrate and worship God; celebration and
worship consequently heal us. In other words, the gospel begins a cycle of redemption, of healing
and celebration, of reconciliation. Christian vocation is our calling by virtue of our baptism to participate in the healing and celebratory ministry of Jesus Christ. "It is all God's work," says Wright,
"and those who find themselves called to it must simply, 'serve God and be cheerful" (22).
one vocation, many gifts
On a basic level, therefore, Christian vocation does not change, although our gifts might. There
is never a time when we relinquish our calling to be ministers of the gospel. We serve and we celebrate as God works through us, following Jesus in the ministry of reconciliation. Nonetheless, the
work is not ours. It is by grace that God makes us the means to accomplish the divine end. Paul
acknowledges: "We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion
to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in
generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness" (Romans 12: 6-8). While we
rejoice that God has blessed each Christian to participate in the ministry of reconciliation, we must
not imagine our gifts are inalienable rights. One can certainly imagine that as we age our gifts change.
As a young boy, I remember spending lots of time listening to my friends. Indeed, it was a healing gift,
even at age ten. However, when one of those same friends struggled with alcohol abuse, I needed to
understand that such healing was beyond my wisdom, experience, education, and capability. The
Spirit had not given me the gift to counsel this friend beyond saying he needed somebody else's help.
The pain and confusion caused by making vocation and gift synonymous is often very deep. We
can imagine the frustration of the aged surgeon no longer able to operate because her hands cannot
remain steady; the leader locked away in prison unable to strengthen the resolve of the people; the
teacher sick with cancer giving up the classroom; and parents experiencing the pains of miscarriage
leaving behind the dreams of raising a child. The results of a fallen world mean that the gifts given
to us may only remain for a season. If we understand these gifts to be our vocation, we compound
our loss. Despite the brokenness of our world and bodies and the fact that gifts are fleeting, our
vocation remains constant: love the Lord and serve the world as his ambassadors.
A very wise woman taught me the truth of this as I brought her Eucharist each Sunday. Each
time we met she would remind me that "God was good to her," and the following week, after we
reintroduced ourselves, she made sure I heard that gospel message again. She told stories of being
one of the first African American nurses in Albemarle County, Virginia, having to study in New
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Jersey to earn her degree, and getting paid an abysmal half the salary of whites less talented than
she. She became a nurse because she believed God wanted her to serve African Americans in her
hometown, but now she was stuck in a nursing home. At first it appeared to me that she had lost
everything precious; age had stolen away her calling. However, confined to a wheelchair and suffering from Alzheimer's, she made sure I knew God was good to her. She had not lost her vocation;
rather, her gifts had changed.
We also must trust and diligently seek the spiritual gift promised to us in each new circumstance. For the Christian this is a matter of trust and an obligation. On the one hand, we must
believe that God can use us if we are to cooperate with his will for us. If we do not seek out and
submit to God's will, joy and fulfillment will not be ours. On the other hand, only by determining
our gifts can we approach the dilemma that will undoubtedly arise: how to choose between participating in two redemptive actions in the world. Do I keep long office hours making myself available
to students outside of class or spend a lot of time with my family at home? Should I write that monograph or create a student colloquium on modern theological questions? The issues at stake here are
moral ones: Which choice will result in a chain of events leading to the best possible outcome of
reconciliation and goodness for the Church and the world? William Temple argued that the only
basis for answering such ethical quandaries is determining one's "vocation" (by which he means
what I describe as gift; see Temple 406-7). The best possible outcome, the better choice, is the one
which utilizes the gifts given to us by God in the manner he intended.
The determination of one's charismata, therefore, is a moral imperative, which demands that
we earnestly, humbly, and prayerfully seek God's will for us within the community of faith.
Making vocation and gift interchangeable terms also leads to the problematic idea that individual Christians have multiple and competing vocations in their lives. The Spirit may give us multiple gifts. Our Christian vocation to bring the ministry of reconciliation to the world, however, not
only remains constant, but also provides the singular foundation from which our spiritual gifts
emanate. God has given us every gift of grace for the same purpose and end; therefore, their combination should not undermine that calling. If our gifts appear to compete with one another or distort
our true Christian vocation, the mistake is ours, not God's. Paul exhorts us in Romans:
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you
may discern what is the will of God-what is good and acceptable and perfect. For by the grace given
to me I say to everyone among you not to think yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to
think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned (12: 2-3).
With this passage, Paul introduced his Roman congregation to the role of spiritual gifts for the ministry of the church. The apostle intimates that conformity to the world's ideals makes the members
of the body of Christ function improperly.
We can also make idols of our gifts imagining them to be more important than the end for
which they were given. The gifts given to me as a husband, father, and educator, if they are extensions of my Christian vocation, should not undermine one another. If they do so, I must commit
myself to sober judgment and ask, Why is this so? Is it that I can't earn the prestige, money, and
admiration of my colleagues in the academy if I don't give up family time? Is it because I think that
I am too important in my daughter 's life to leave her with a baby sitter for an evening with my wife?
Being a teacher or a scholar, if a true gift from God should not force the abdication of one's role as
a parent. Likewise, becoming a mother or father must not replace a marital relationship. Being a
spouse should not mean that you become the occupational pawn of your husband or wife. What
hypocrisy and cruelty we attribute to God if we imagine he gave us gifts of marriage, children, and
occupation to participate in the ministry of reconciliation only to find that their combination
inevitably led to broken families and shattered dreams! Too often our actions betray the sentiments
of Milton's Satan that we believe it better to reign in hell (often self-created) than to serve in heaven.
I do not want to oversimplify the issue here. As fallen creatures we must struggle to discern the
good, acceptable, and perfect will of God. We often find ourselves with the Israelites in the wilder-

ness, a wilderness even Jesus roamed. Nonetheless, there exist clues to guide us. Frederick Niedner
notes that "work that makes no use of an individual's abilities, which is never the occasion for satisfaction, or which harms the worker, could never become for him or her part of the gift of vocation"
(Niedner 3). If I understand him correctly, he suggests that the Christian's vocation is made concrete in the world (incarnated, if you will) where spiritual gifts, joy, and the human need for reconciliation intersect. Niedner offers an important addition to Wright's thinking that the gospel begins
a redemptive cycle of healing and celebration. It is unlikely that a Christian will experience the joy
and healing of being a minister of the gospel, if she does not use the particular gifts provided for her
by the Holy Spirit to minister in a particular time and place.
That said, a note of caution must be sounded. We can resist the Spirit. Jonah neither wanted to
minister to the Ninevites, nor did he celebrate when they repented. However, he was called to do
both. Jesus in the gospel of Matthew reminds us that our vocation includes denial of self, taking up
one's cross, and following our Lord. God has not promised that exercising our vocation through
gifts of the Spirit would be free of sacrifice. While we may in good faith ask that a cup be passed
from us, we must ultimately follow Christ's example and respond, "Yet not as I will but as You will."
the gift of educating
Teaching and scholarship, if they be true gifts of the Spirit, must participate in this ministry of
reconciliation, or be redemptive, in some way. If they do not then they belong to some category
other than "vocation," such as hobbies, interests, talents, jobs, or a means to a paycheck. The issue
at stake is whether the gift of educating can be conceived of as an extension of Christian vocation. I
am far too aware that this topic deserves much more care than I can offer here. Nonetheless, I will
suggest some modest thoughts on how teaching and scholarship are indeed reconciling works.
The academic has been given the gift of helping individuals develop their reasoning capabilities,
which, when used properly, more fully make us the human beings we were created to be. The
Anglican divine William Law suggested that one of the repercussions of the Fall on humanity is the
disorder of its "rational nature." Therefore, he argues, teachers and scholars necessarily help remedy
this fallen state.
And as the only end of the physician is to restore nature to its own state, so the only end of education is to restore our rational nature to its proper state. Education, therefore, is to be considered as a
reason borrowed second hand which is to supply, as far as it can, the loss of original perfection. And
as medicine may justly be called the art of restoring health, so education should be considered in no
other light than the art of recovering to man the use of his reason. (116-17)

Law rightfully guards his statement about the ability of the teacher or scholar to restore in totality
reason to its proper state. Academicians should neither imagine that education is a panacea for all of
society's ills, nor that every person will equally benefit from their services. Rather, the Christian
endowed with the gift of educating will make the more modest claim that one's mind needs to be
reconciled to God, as much as one's will or body. This gift is particularly needed in a religious climate which is fond of saying, "Don't bother to wrap your mind around that issue, it's simply a
matter of faith." Shades of Apollinarianism! (Apollinaris taught that the Son became human by
eradicating the mind and the will of the person Jesus; therefore, his thought intimates that our salvation comes at the expense our minds and wills.) Contra Apollinaris then, I am convinced by and
follow the Rt. Rev. C. FitzSimons Allison on his view that the evasion of reason is a modem form of
this heresy. (Allison 105 -117)
While it seems unlikely that the academic Christian would advocate that issues of faith be
immune from serious critique or examination of a non-theological sort, he often appears much
more assured that he need not seriously consider the assumptions and content of the Christian faith
in his own scholarly and teaching activities. Such an opinion, however, is naive and destructive from
the theological point of view. The academic Christian, more than others, should recognize the ambiguity of using her gifts in a fallen world. In order to more perfectly search for the truth, we academicians create disciplined abstractions of the created world. In fact, we even tend to make subspe30131 The Cresset Trinity l2001 Special Issue: Lilly Fellows Program in Humanities and the Arts

cialties to further advance or plumb the depths or this or that field of knowledge. Few doubt the
necessity of this sort of study for the advancement of knowledge, or the restoration of human reason
to its proper state. However, the more specialized the scholar becomes in her discipline, the more
isolated she finds herself from creation as it is. The gift of scholarship and teaching cannot be a reconciling work, in the sense that Law understood it, if the gifts are practiced as ends in themselves.
Put simply, the advancement of a particular branch of knowledge for its own sake leads to a distortion of knowledge as a whole. The academic Christian, therefore, will encourage, demand, and seriously consider interdisciplinary explorations in her work and the work of others. John Henry
Newman rightly warned that those who are unwilling to do so "necessarily become bigots and
quacks, scorning all principles and reported facts which do not belong to their own pursuit, and
thinking to effect everything without aid from any other quarter" (Newman 36). In other words, by
not recognizing that the gifts of teaching and scholarship have been given to the Christian for the
end of reconciling the mind to what is finally (perhaps eschatologically) understood as universal
Truth, the academician steps outside the bounds of his vocation as a Christian.
Understandably, the academic Christian may dislike this exhortation from the theologian.
Oxford philosopher Basil Mitchell describes well this hesitancy to delve into the "ooze of interdisciplinary studies" and on this issue is worth quoting at length.
The tendency of academics to concentrate their attention upon those areas that can be treated 'objectively,' though it starts from a sound instinct as to what is essential to scholarship of any kind, easily
develops into the avoidance of thinking it was designed to correct. For when someone has become an
expert at handling a technique, he achieves a peculiar satisfaction from it and a certain prestige; not
only is it uncomfortable to question the underlying assumptions [of his discipline], but it requires
him to venture upon territory which in all likelihood is not capable of being mastered in the manner
he is used to ... .It is not surprising, therefore, that academics, having surmounted all the obstacles
on the hard and stony track towards some modest pinnacle of competence, tend to make a virtue of
staying there rather than set out into the surrounding bog [of interdisciplinary studies]. (102)
Mitchell argues, however, that by not seriously attending to interdisciplinary study, the scholar in a
particular field allows his questionable assumptions to go unquestioned; transdisciplinary problems
go unnoticed; and metaphysical questions become either neglected or remain at a level of abstraction such that they cannot be tested (101). Ironically, the scholar's quest for objective knowledge in
a particular discipline often isolates him from the external critique necessary to determine whether
he has accomplished good scholarship or not. Ultimately, reason cannot be reconciled to the Truth,
if it resides in balkanized fields of study.
Mitchell's argument for interdisciplinary study should hold particular weight for a Christian in
any field of academic study, especially when it comes to conversing on matters of the faith itself. If
we acknowledge the unity of truth and believe that there exists religious truth at all, we cannot, in
the words of Newman, "shut our eyes to it [religious truth] without prejudice to truth of every kind,
physical, metaphysical, historical, and moral; for it bears upon all truth" (Newman 38). Newman's
words ring true because no educator, Christian or not, would agree that the development or rehabilitation of reason is simply a matter of disseminating information to minds devoid of these particular bits of knowledge. Rather, education includes, at the very least, teaching a student how to evaluate the knowledge at his disposal. William Law put it well: ''As the essence of stupidity consists in
the entire lack of judgment, in an ignorance of the value of things, so the essence of wisdom and
knowledge must consist in the excellency of our judgment or in the knowledge of the worth and
value of things" (Law 15 6). Education always has a moral component to it. The way we think forms
us as persons; therefore, the way we teach thinking forms the way students judge something a success or failure, good or evil, worthy or frivolous. If Christians routinely ignore religious truth in
non-theological study, this action will finally undermine their ministry of reconciliation as it relates
to the redemption of the mind. Worse, we may discover ourselves vulnerable to a variation of Feuerbach's critique that the agnosticism we purport in theory teaches atheism in practice.
Such interdisciplinary dialogue, of course, cannot be the chore of one individual or discipline,
though Newman himself disagreed on this point, suggesting that it was the job of philosophers to
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do such work. (3 7) The ability to master every field of knowledge seems an impossible task to say
the least. Rather, such work must needs be a community effort. The church-related university or
college, therefore, is an important-perhaps the most important-place where a sustained conversation between disciplines can flourish. In fact, in a culture which values practicality above all else,
these schools may ultimately prove to be the last bastion where the liberal arts will remain a vital
part of such conversations. I believe Marion Montgomery has persuasively argued that disciplines
in humanities cannot be defended on the basis of their practicality. ( 50-74) The church-related college or university could defend the humanities on the ground of their necessity to restore reason
impaired by our fallen natures. Church-related institutions of higher education may provide one of
the few communities where the humanities (including theology), arts, sciences, and professional
studies can creatively converse with the goal that reason might be restored, as much as possible, to
its proper state.
I have argued that the calling of the Christian is essentially a human one to be reconciled to
God; however, once individuals appropriate this vocation, the Holy Spirit endows Christians with
different gifts to participate in and further this ministry on earth. The gift of educating, as an extension of this Christian vocation, has as its primary purpose the restoration of reason, as far as this is
possible, to its proper state. This gift is an important one for the Church, which too willingly advocates fideism in the face of intellectual difficulty, and the world, which happily dispenses with religious truth in favor of vapid moralism.
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I n h;s commencement addms at Wheaton College th;s spdng, evangeHcal theolog;an j.l.
Packer likened the commencement speaker to the corpse at an Irish wake: those present don't
expect it to say anything significant, indeed they will be profoundly shocked if the corpse says anything at all; nevertheless the corpse must be there or the festivities can't go on. So it likely has
seemed to those of us who have recently sat through commencement ceremonies that, regrettably,
have resembled an Irish wake in only this one respect. We can imagine only one less pleasant position in which to be-that of the speaker. On the other hand, the speaker is being paid.
Still, what happens in and around commencement provides keen insight into the nature of a
school and how the school thinks of itself and its graduates as well as of ceremony. Graduation festivities both express and transmit the ethos of a college or university. Thus, the program of activities
(not only for for its graduating class and their families but for underclass students as well as returning
alums) leading up to commencement and the commencement program itself, along with the selection of a commencement speaker, signal to graduates how the school understands their accomplishments and what the school would like the graduates to remember about their experience as members of that particular academic community. We might well expect both the quality and the soul of a
school, to use Robert Benne's words, to be apparent at commencement. Indeed, a school's understanding of its relation to a religious tradition and its expression of that relation is likely to be more
apparent at commencement than in any other college ceremony.
Having said that, we must remember St. Thomas' observation that the academy is for students
as well as for the disciplined pursuit of truth. Those religious institutions whose aspirations are
directed more towards research will, in all likelihood, invite speakers who represent those aspirations. Those religious institutions directed more towards teaching, towards preparing students to
live well and faithfully, may well feature commencement speakers whose message about leaving the
protective womb of the academy for a venture into adulthood they can endorse. (To be for students
does not, of course, entail the institution's delivering whatever the students wish for at their graduation. Nevertheless, those institutions whose policy is to permit the graduating class to invite the
commencement speaker usually get what they deserve. Students will typically select a speaker who
they believe to be representative of the institution at its best.)

As Christian colleges
and
universities come
under scrutiny, there
seems to be no end to
the titles
on the subject.

Cresset Book Review
Editor Kennedy helps
to sort through the
latest group.

Thus, to use Robert Benne's helpful classification from Quality with Soul, we might expect
orthodox church-related colleges, institutions characterized by a shared Christian commitment of
all members of the academic community, to feature commencement speakers who themselves
embrace and embody Christian faith and identity. The greater the aspirations of the institution to
academic excellence, the greater will be the effort to secure a speaker who has, in his or her own
right, been successful in integrating intellectual achievement (theoretical or practical) with Christian
identity. The commencement service itself, and not just the speaker, is likely to blur lines or, to put it
more positively, to integrate Christian faith with the ceremony's laudations of academic success.
Critical-mass colleges, academic institutions in which the religious identity of the institution is
maintained and expressed by a solid number of faculty and administrators-Benne argues that onethird of the faculty and administrators must be committed to and articulate about the school's religious identity and another one-third must share this commitment (although not necessarily the faith
to which the institution is committed), albeit less robustly and articulately than the core one-thirdwill likely feature graduations in which there is less emphasis upon an integration of Christian faith
and the academy, since all those present will not share that interest in integration. (The language of
"integration," in fact, tends to be alien and off-putting to even many supporters of the religious tradition at critical-mass schools.) Perhaps the highlighting of the religious affiliation of the school will
be accomplished by a baccalaureate service in which the religious identity is more aptly expressed in
homily, hymns and prayers. The commencement speaker, while not hostile to the religious identity
of the institution, may be less given to confessional language. The graduation ceremony will not be
devoid of religious language or symbolism, although there may be a tendency for religion to stand
alongside of, rather than to mingle with, the academic language. After all, as Benne argues, criticalmass schools, like their orthodox counterparts, argue that the Christian account of things "provides
the umbrella of meaning and value under which all other knowledge is organized and critiqued, or,
alternatively, provides the prescribed conversation partner for all other perspectives" (51).
By contrast, intentionally pluralist and accidentally pluralist institutions, to continue with
Benne's typology, will likely feature commencement ceremonies in which religious references, if
present, are mere formalities or perfunctory nods to the heritage and history of the institution, for
these are institutions which, although once closely related to a religious tradition, remain so no
longer. The intentionally pluralist institution has, we might say, a better memory than the accidentally pluralist, and even though its self-understanding and its vision of the educational endeavor is
not Christian, it nevertheless honors its Christian heritage and attempts to guarantee at least a place
at the table for the Christian voice of its heritage.
Benne's fine study examines the success of six schools in keeping faith with their religious traditions. Two of these schools-Wheaton College and Calvin College-are orthodox, three-Notre
Dame, St. Olaf, and Valparaiso-are critical-mass schools and the final school, Baylor, sits somewhere in between the orthodox and critical-mass types. Of these six schools, half (Wheaton, Baylor
and St. Olaf and, to my surprise, not Valparaiso), Benne maintains, have struggled with a "two
spheres" or "add-on" approach in which religion is "added-on" to what is essentially a secular
understanding of the goals and aims of education. Each of these, however, appears to have recognized the deficiencies of this approach and now is attempting a more integrated approach.
How well borne out are Benne's observations about these six premier colleges and universities
that are his models of academic institutions keeping faith? Does a brief look at their commencements tell us anything about the schools? Let the reader judge. At Wheaton College theologian J.I.
Packer reminded graduates of their short stature in comparison with their Puritan ancestors and
encouraged them to move beyond the "niceness," for which American evangelicals seem all too
ready to settle, to a deeper and more profound Christian faithfulness. At the University of Notre
Dame, President George W Bush commended the university's commitment to faith active in the
service of others and encouraged students to be the servant-leaders which Notre Dame has prepared them to be. At Valparaiso University head basketball coach and inspirational speaker Homer
Drew (incidentally, whose "public witness ... concerning the importance of Christian faith as well
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as his exemplary demeanor, have contributed markedly to the religious atmosphere of the university," according to Benne, p. 162) encouraged students to act upon the dreams they dream and to
make God the co-author of those dreams. St. Olaf College featured an address by their newly inaugurated president, Christopher Thomforde. Baylor's tradition omits a commencement address,
although the president of the university presents an inspirational message along with a charge to
the students. Finally, at Calvin College, the Lutheran layman and Chief Justice of the Supreme
Court, William Rehnquist, challenged students to recognize the precious gift of time and to spend
their time wisely, and not just in their employment. Life, Rehnquist suggested, is like "a great shopping mall," in which with time, rather than money, we may purchase worldly success, an appreciation of music, a knowledge of history, a scratch golf game, a close relationship with a child, or a fulfilling commitment to a church.
What to make of these ceremonies and their commencement speakers? Baylor's practice of
having no commencement speaker is rather apropos its Baptist piety, and there is something to be
said for the Reverend President Thomforde's addressing the first class of alums in his new administration. Notre Dame's invitation to President Bush (and, in fact, Bush's address itself-you don't
always get what you pay for!) expresses well the university's commitment to faithfully interact with
the most powerful forces of the contemporary world. One can think of few people who better
embodies Wheaton's understanding of Christian faithfulness than J.I. Packer-a Christian whose
piety is as exemplary as his scholarly achievement and his commitment to "Christ and his Kingdom."
The two anomalies, it seems to me, are Valparaiso and Calvin. Critical-mass Valparaiso takes
pride in being faithfully fearless in pursuing knowledge, unlike our weak and timorous Calvinist
siblings. Orthodox Calvin will be a signpost of the kingdom in a world in which even the church
(and, perhaps especially the Lutheran church) is ready to sell its birthright for a mess of worldly pottage. Thus, according to the images faculty at each of these institutions have of the other school,
each might believe their own commencement speaker a more obvious fit with the other institution.
That is to say, faculty at Valparaiso might well think pious and devout Coach Homer Drew a more
fit speaker for a Calvin commencement while Calvin faculty may yet be shaking their heads wondering what the Lutheran Rehnquist was doing in Grand Rapids instead of Valparaiso. (Some Calvin
faculty and students did, in fact, shake their heads and their fists over the Rehnquist invitation, but
over a rather different set of issues than those I address here.)
There is something to these perceptions of Valparaiso and Calvin faculty about their commencement speakers, something seen much more clearly after a reading of Arthur Holmes' Building
the Christian Academy, a splendid brief history of the Christian academic tradition, alongside of
Benne's equally good Quality with Soul. In Benne's careful study he identifies Arthur Holmes as the
key figure in moving Wheaton College from the approach of religion "added-on" to an essentially
secular understanding of the mission of a church-related college to a more Reformed approach like
Calvin's. But, as Benne points out, Holmes has "drunk deeply of other approaches to faith and
learning" (to use a less than felicitous metaphor given the Wheaton ethos), Holmes has never merely
parroted the Kuyperian Reformed understanding.
Arthur Holmes' erudition and capaciousness of mind have seldom been so apparent as in
Building the Christian Academy. He identifies seven formative episodes in the development of the
Christian academic tradition-the Alexandrian School, Augustine, Monastery and Cathedral
Schools, the Scholastic University, the Reformation, Francis Bacon and the Enlightenment, and
Newman's nineteenth century contribution-and discovers in these episodes four recurring
emphases which he identifies as the core understanding of the Christian academic tradition: 1) the
usefulness of liberal arts as preparations for service to both church and society; 2) the unity of truth;
3) Contemplative or (doxological) learning; and 4) the care of the soul (what we call moral and
spiritual formation). In his final chapter Holmes roundly calls the Christian academy to" ... return
to the liberal arts .... build community and reintroduce the paidagogus [the mentor and model for
students of Christian faith and virtue]. Christian scholarship must be cultivated, and we must focus
on the theological foundations of learning" (118).

Holmes' first and fourth themes are developed in some detail in Steven Garber's fervent The
Fabric of Faithfulness. Garber is passionately attuned to the need of the world for Christians whose
lives are integrated, who daily live out the implications of the faith they profess. The years of late
adolescence are the years in which students are best able to create a fit between faith and practice, to
develop integrity, and it is the mission of the church-related college to aid and encourage students in
this achievement. Garber effectively argues that the students whose lives are most likely to display
an integrated faith and practice are those who have during their college years (a) developed a
coherent worldview that enables them to make sense of their Christian identities in the pluralistic
whirlpool, (b) established a relationship with a mentor "who incarnates that worldview," and (c)
have chosen to live their lives in a community of others committed to the embodiment of that worldview. Garber's book is most valuable in its account of the paidagogos, the mentor, the Homer Drew
(as Benne points out) who knows and loves both God and his students and who models for them
love and faithfulness.
Holmes suggests that it is the third emphasis that, in our "activist and pragmatic society" is
most underdeveloped. We are too impatient sufficiently to devote ourselves to theological reflection, too eager to get things done even to worship well. This is borne out by a glance at collegiate
worship, Holmes maintains, which is thin and too frequently thoughtless. Students whose worship
is mindless in college are not likely to develop a more mindful worship later in life. Chapel worship,
thus, must be related to the classroom, the intellectual life and the worship life should be integrated
such that together they lead to the praise of the all-wise and all-goad Creator and Redeemer. Holmes
does not address exactly how that is to be done. Surely, as Benne suggests, the presence of a faculty
worshipping (and leading worship} is a necessary condition for greater integration. But, given the
apparent differences between Christian faculty and students in worship styles it seems likely that
only an institution with required chapel will achieve worship in which both faculty and students are
present in significant number.
The second and third themes, the view of a unity of truth that leads quite naturally to a praiseful
learning, are, Holmes suggests, especially challenging for the Lutheran tradition, and Benne admits
as much. Given Holmes' reading of Luther and the Lutheran tradition, in certain respects Chief Justice Rehnquist's address at Calvin was a most fitting address for a Lutheran layperson. Human
reason, especially (although not only) fallen human reason will be able to make pretty good use of
the liberal arts in fashioning a tolerable and decent temporal life together. The result of sin means
that we lack the wherewithal to go much further with reason, to pursue a unity of truth or genuinely contemplative and doxologicallearning. Rehnquist's particularly Lutheran identity, thus,
resides not in a comprehensive Christian vision of things, but in his sense of calling and in the worship he offers as part of a Christian assembly. There can be no Lutheran (Christian) Supreme Court
Justice, only Supreme Court Justices who are Lutheran (Christian). Thus, Rehnquist was right to
draw on reason only to advise students about how to live more meaningful temporal lives and to
pretty much leave any theological talk to, well, to the theologians who might, if they are real theologians of the church, tell us of Scripture's revelation of God's purposes for us. Such is Holmes'
reading of Lutheranism.
An irony here is that at this point the evangelical/Reformed philosopher Arthur Holmes finds
himself much closer to the Catholic tradition than to Luther and Lutherans. He faults Luther (and
Lutherans) for abandoning some most valuable parts of the Catholic tradition. He quotes former St.
Olaf president Mark Edwards to support this charge. He might have quoted, as well, this boast of
the Lutheran colleges, "Because the Lutheran tradition values every student's gift for learning, academic integrity is never compromised by slanting education to agree with a particular religious
bias" (www.collegevalue.com/vocation.asp}. (An introductory informal logic class could have a field
day with the fallacies of this one sentence alone!) Perhaps "slanting education to agree with a particular bias" is a very Lutheran way of putting things; it is not, however, the most helpful or accurate
way of characterizing what either the monastic and cathedral schools or their contemporary successors in the Catholic and evangelical/Reformed traditions understand themselves to be doing. The
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unity of truth and doxologicallearning were mainstays of the monastic and scholastic education jettisoned by the radical Luther, but these remain appropriate aims for the Christian academyCatholic, Reformed and evangelical, even Lutheran. Holmes calls for a reappropriation of those
goals of the monastic and cathedral schools, but his enthusiasm for the Catholic tradition does not
stop there. His admiration is most apparent in the longest chapter of his book, a lovely exposition
of John Henry Newman's thought.
Holmes is not alone among evangelicals in his admiration of Newman. Newman is a hero of
James W. Sire's sprawling Habits of the Mind: Intellectual Life as a Christian Calling. Sire's book is
quintessentially educated evangelical, that is to say, this is a paradigm of a contemporary work of
popular, learned, evangelicalism. It is passionate. It is a mine of wise quotations about the intellectual life. It engages the entire Christian tradition, finding the greatest wisdom about the Christian
intellectual life in the Catholic thinkers John Henry Newman and A. G. Sertillanges. It is biblical
(even when it needn't be so biblical, i.e., in a discussion of Jesus as reasoner). Evangelical students
might have benefitted more from a more tightly edited book, nevertheless this would be a fine
book (along with Garber's) to place in the hands of a student prior to the first semester of college.
I've suggested that there might be something to the belief of Calvin faculty that Chief Justice
Rehnquist might more appropriately have appeared as a commencement speaker at St. Olaf or
Valparaiso, that Justice Rehnquist's willingness to say something wise rather than something
explicitly and identifiably Christian is, in fact, expressive of what Lutherans believe about the
nature and limits of reason. For a tradition whose rhetoric and whose primary saint go some distance towards endorsing courage as the primary virtue-"Here I stand ... ," "Sin boldly... ,"
"Gospel freed from fear of knowledge ... "-this is an impressively humble, some might say timid,
understanding of the resources of the Christian tradition for living faithfully. Robert Benne admits
that some Lutherans have made exactly this mistake with an exaggerated emphasis upon the first
article of the Apostle's Creed to the exclusion of a richer, fuller, theology. But, Benne argues, however apt a description this may be of some Lutheran perspectives, it does not represent Lutheran
thought at its best.
Benne's Quality with Soul is a first-rate complement to James T. Burtchaell's The Dying of the
Light: The Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from Their Christian Churches or, for those
disinclined to journey all the way through Burtchaell's long and dense jungle, a valuable substitute. Quality with Soul is both more hopeful and more irenic than The Dying of the Light, with
Benne animated especially by the prospects of pluralistic institutions moving closer to their religious traditions as his own college, Roanoke College in Salem VA, has done. He starts with an
assessment of the current social and historical context for church-related higher education and
develops the typology of church-related colleges used above. He then turns to a study of the histories of his six premier church-related institutions and their traditions, carefully explaining the
vision that has guided these schools and the institutional ethos that expresses and transmits that
vision. He concludes with thoughtful advice on how institutions might more carefully maintain
their religious identities and with great insight about how institutions who have all but forsaken
their religious identity might take some steps to go about recovering it.
Benne argues that the three components of the Christian tradition that are present in every
institution keeping faith are 1) a Christian vision that permeates and guides the endeavors of the
school, 2) a Christian ethos that expresses the Christian vision and 3) Christian persons who bear
that vision and ethos. Christian vision, Benne argues, is comprehensive, relating to all aspects of
life, organizing, interpreting, and/or critiquing all claims to knowledge. Christian vision is unsurpassable, believed by Christians to be the best and most accurate account of the way things are.
Christian vision is central, informing Christian faithful of the meaning of their lives and their responsibilities to God, others, and the creation.
Benne's discussion of the nature and importance of Christian vision is rich and persuasive, his
understanding of the complexities of ethos and the relation of institutional ethos to Christian vision
telling. I can't think of a better investment for college and university presidents of church-related

schools to make than to purchase a copy of Benne's study for each of their faculty. This is an invaluable resource for church-related, as well as formerly church-related, institutions.
Readers of the splendid journal, The Hedgehog Review, published by the Institute for Advanced
Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia, will discern in "What's the University For?" many,
but certainly not all, of the same concerns of these works on the Christian mind and the churchrelated academy. Entirely absent is any vision of a unity of truth, a comprehensive ordering of
knowledge into one coherent vision. But, even as some church-related colleges are hoping that
their emphasis upon moral formation will be a critical sales point to parents (see the Lutheran webpage www.collegevalue.com), the secular university has by no means abandoned this task. Furthermore, if it is the pluralism of the secular university that makes the achievement of any real moral
education and formation a daunting task, the pluralistic church-related college will find this work
no less difficult.
Benne forcefully argues that it is not a truncated understanding of the Christian faith as a warehouse of values to live by, but Christianity as a comprehensive, central, and unsurpassable vision of
reality that should inform and inspire the church-related college. That may not quite be Holmes'
unity of truth view, but it is not far from it or its contemporary Catholic counterparts. Indeed,
protestant church-related colleges might helpfully outflank the ecumenical moves of the church
bureaucracies in engaging and taking seriously the Catholic vision of education as articulated by a
Thomas, a Newman, or an Alasdair Macintyre. At any rate, our future lies in our willingness to take
seriously the tradition's attempt to praise God by attempting to trace all things back to God. And, as
Benne points out, philosophers will have an important role in both articulating what a comprehensive and unified Christian vision of things might look like and in critiquing all pretenders to this
throne. (What Benne might have pointed out is that philosophy departments of significant size and
influence in the institution seem to be integral to institutions preserving quality with soul; in his six
schools the only exception to this rule is Valparaiso!) That attempt to unify our knowledge in God,
the attempt to trace all things back to the Creator, if not the only task of the church-related college
or university, ought nevertheless to have a place of privilege in every church-related institution. Of
course we must prepare students to live well (and faithfully) in the world, but that is only a part of
the mission of the Christian academy, a part contingent upon our discoveries with respect to the
way the world really is. The importance of this attempt to see all things in the Divine Light, and by
the Divine Light, along with some confession of our failures so to see, ought to be familiar to our
commencement speakers, ought to be prominent in the commencement ceremonies of the churchrelated college. If those are not the most important places for that display-and most assuredly, they
aren't-their significance as an expression and reminder of the college's vocation, nevertheless,
should not be underestimated.

f
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Anthony J. Diekema. Academic
Freedom and Christian Scholarship.
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI,
2000.
Anthony J. Diekema'sAcademic
Freedom and Christian Scholarship
can be a useful discussion-starter on
the subject of academic freedom,
especially at church related universities and colleges. Diekema speaks
out of his long experience as an academic administrator during a career
that culminated in his presidency of
Calvin College. He sees himself
making "modest proposals" that
are based in the essentials of a
common Christian worldview that
transcends the "secondary differentiating characteristics" that define
sectarian outlooks. He is mistaken
about this. His views are conspicuously imbued with the educational
philosophy that characterizes the
system of schools connected with
the Christian Reformed Church.
They are, not surprisingly, also colored by his administrative role. But
the book will be of interest not only
to those who are curious about
what the world looks like to Christian Reformed college presidents.
Diekema's claims and recommendations are specific and provocative
enough that they will naturally generate questions of the form: If this
conception of Christian scholarship
or academic freedom would not be
appropriate in my situation or my
institution, what conception would
be appropriate?
Academic Freedom and Christian Scholarship covers a number of
topics, but two examples can illustrate how it can stimulate useful dis-

cussion. The first example is the role
that Diekema assigns to worldviews
in scholarship and in thinking about
academic freedom; the second is his
proposal for a "Socratic covenant"
to replace tenure.
A worldview is a set of presuppositions and first principles that
underlie a person's or an institution's "way of thinking about life
and the world in its broadest
dimensions" (44). Diekema claims
that everyone has a worldview,
though some people have not
reflected upon it long enough to be
articulate about what theirs is or, in
some cases, to even realize that they
have one. All Christian scholars, no
matter what their field, should,
Diekema thinks, have a fully articulated worldview that can explain
the connections between their academic discipline and their worldview as a Christian. The idea of a
worldview is even built into
Diekema's definition of a Christian
college. He says, "I am persuaded
that a truly Christian college is distinguished by a mission statement
that articulates a Christian worldview and implements it throughout
the curriculum, and by a faculty
whose scholarship is anchored in
that same worldview" (57). What
Diekema fails to realize is that he
has jettisoned the project of
speaking on the basis of common
Christian essentials; he has elevated
his conception of what Calvin College should be to a benchmark of
what all Christian colleges should
be. Because Diekema fails to realize
that his vision is sectarian he gives
no acknowledgment that there are
other models of Christian higher

education. A fortiori he gives no
argument for thinking that his
model (call it the CRC model) is the
best model for a Christian college,
let alone that it is the only model
compatible with Christianity.
The CRC model of Christian
education emphasizes the integration of faith and learning. An alternative model, one which provides
a high degree of contrast, is what
Douglas Sloan, in his book Faith
and Knowledge, calls the "TwoRealms Theory of Truth." Sloan
does not advocate this model, nor
is it my goal to do so here. But he
does trace its history in American
Christian thought about scholarship and this history is rooted in
Christian theology. My conversations with Christian colleagues
have led me to believe that many
Christian academics have and
operate on a Two-Realms model. In
brief, such Christian academics see
themselves as having a professional
obligation to be the best chemistry
teacher/professor (to take an
example) that they can be and
judge their performance against
professional and disciplinary
canons of excellence that are neutral with regard to faith questions.
They may have little tendency
toward or talent for digging into
the foundational assumptions of
their discipline-they are, they
would say, chemists, not philosophers of science. While devout,
they may have little theological
training and may be frankly bored
by theology and religious studies as
academic disciplines. They see
themselves as unequipped to discuss the theological implications of

their field. They do not see this as
their shortcoming, either as Christians or as chemists. If they teach at
church-related institutions they see
themselves as full contributors to
the mission of their college by
going about their business as
scholars and doing their share of
academic service.
Is the Two-Realms model deficient as a Christian model for
higher education? Is the CRC
model a better or more Christian
model? What would be the grounds
for this evaluation? Might the TwoRealms model be more congenial to
those from, for example, Lutheran
traditions, with their emphasis on
paradox, than the integrative

model that Diekema assumes is
essential to a "truly Christian" college? Are there in fact non-sectarian
and common criteria for all truly
Christian colleges? If so, what are
they? This is one example of a discussion that could fruitfully be
started by Diekema's book.
Perhaps the most radical suggestion that Diekema offers in Academic Freedom and Christian Scholarship is the replacement of tenure,
which he considers a cold, contractual agreement, with a covenantal
relationship between faculty and
their colleges. Diekema claims that
tenure is unnecessary for ensuring
academic freedom, but he acknowledges that "the literature" contains

DOLL
That time when you laughed
And told me about the other children,
And we were new,
And our time was as tight as our room,
Was the time of fear in a big house in a big
Yard, in
A time of fear in a lost house.

Gregg Hertzlieb
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arguments on both sides of this
issue. A summary passage of his
argument for his view is
As I have said, my experience in
several higher education settings- two major public universities and a religiously affiliated
college-suggests that tenure is
rarely essential to the protection
of academic freedom. Rarely
today is a tenured faculty
member threatened with dismissal or other sanctions due to
his scholarly pursuits and truthseeking activities. In fact, it is
often the untenured who need
the protection of academic
freedom for such activities. (94)
This is a rather odd argument.
Diekema seems to be unaware of
the fact that the anecdotal "data" he

cites here could be interpreted as
counter-evidence for his conclusion. What is the most likely explanation for the fact (if it is a fact) that
untenured faculty members are
more often threatened with dismissal or other sanctions due to
their scholarly pursuits than are
tenured faculty? Surely one obvious
hypothesis is that tenure provides
enough protection against coercion
to deter attempts to constrict the
academic freedom of tenured faculty members.
Because Diekema thinks that
tenure is an unnecessary and inadequate mechanism for protecting
academic freedom, he offers in its
place a model "Socratic Covenant"
that outlines the privileges and
responsibilities of being a faculty
person at a particular institution.
The Socratic Covenant says more
about faculty responsibilities than
about institutional responsibilities,
but it does acknowledge important
duties of the institution. Thus it
does have the structure of a
covenant and is not just a loyalty
oath. The most important institutional duty m the Socratic
Covenant is to provide the faculty
person with "explicit opportunity
to exercise [his or her] Christian
freedom to explore God's truth
wherever it may lead" and enable
him or her to freely articulate his or
her findings (101). Yet, taken in the
context of the rest of the Covenant,
this institutional duty appears to be
conditional in a way that, at a practical level, makes it impotent as a
protection for academic freedom.
The faculty member's duties
include avoiding "single-issue and
sectarian interests that serve only
limited segments of society" (102)
and voluntarily resigning if "the
Christian worldview that [he or
she] now professes changes in ways

which may no longer comport with
the stated mission" of the institution (103). Diekema's harping on
"political correctness" makes it
clear that "single-issue and sectarian interests" include feminism
and multiculturalism-after all,
women and minorities are "only
limited segments of society." The
Socratic Covenant thus appears to
enjoin the institution to protect the
faculty member's right to follow
truth wherever it leads unless it
leads toward issues the administration would prefer to ignore or
toward any deep or significant critique of the institution's mission.
As will have already become
clear, I do not think that tenure
should be replaced by Diekema's
Socratic Covenant. But I do think
that Diekema has done us all a
great service in putting his Socratic
Covenant before us for discussion.
I had an opportunity recently to
lead a discussion among faculty
and administrators who represented various Lilly Network institutions, some Protestant and some
Catholic, using Diekema's Socratic
Covenant. The questions for discussion were "Would this covenant
be appropriate for your institution?" and "If not, what sort of
document might be useful at your
institution in beginning discussion
among faculty (especially new faculty) about institutional expectations, mission and campus culture?" No one present at that discussion thought that the Socratic
Covenant, or anything very similar
to it, would be appropriate for
their institution. Interestingly this
was true even of those who were
from institutions whose Reformed
heritage might be predicted to
make the idea of covenant particularly attractive to them. But
Diekema's Covenant did provoke

and stimulate thought that resulted
in self-reflection on institutional
mission. The discussion was vigorous and fruitful.
In the end, Diekema's views on
academic freedom and Christian
scholarship may be too Reformed
to be applicable to all sorts of
church related colleges and, ironically, are at the same time not
Reformed enough to be realistic.
Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon
is a town where all the women are
strong, all the men are goodlooking and all the children are
above average. Anthony Diekema's
world is one where all of the
administrators are fair, many of
the faculty are self-indulgent, and
most of the other college constituencies are prone to pettiness.
Diekema's world is not a thoroughly Reformed world. A thoroughly Reformed view of the
world would assume that total
depravity applies to administrators
as much as to faculty members and
the public. A thoroughly Reformed
view of the world would not
assume that all that is needed to
protect academic freedom is that
the administrators pledge to protect it (unless it is used in ways that
call their own or the institution's
worldview into question). A thoroughly Reformed view of the
world would see the need for a
check on the absolute power to call
for the resignation of a faculty
person who advocated "singleissue causes" or raised painful
questions about the worldview of
the institution. That check might
look a lot like tenure.

Caroline J. Simon

BODIES OF LIGHT
Bodies of light make room for themselves.

Think of New England summer dawnsthe weather shadowed,
sky and rivers overlaid with sullen mistwhen sudden trills of light cut through,
the sun devouring the rising dark
into its blazing appetite.

Or L.A. deep inside a lens of smog and haze
layered against the mountain we had climbed,
still swirling up in rolls of greydivided, shredded, faded in
the glare of desert sun
and the blue sky rising.

And I have seen
the moon on cloud-infested nights,
at first a faint effusion, a dim sheen,
begin to push the clouds aside,
its gauzy nimbus melting them away
until its shining fills the sky

as on this ordinary starless night,
fireflies, new-hatched
from earthen sacks into drab beetles start
to shimmer, gleamhere in this opening of trees they pour
their phosphorescent flickering,
brandish their burning abdomens
in brevity of love against the dark,
falling and rising like the stars.

Jean Hollander
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